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Preface 

 Over the past four years, I have often been asked by Turkish friends and colleagues 

how I came up with my PhD topic. It did not take long to realize that they were not really 

interested in my answer. What they wanted to hear was my opinion on compulsory religion 

education, in a nutshell, so that they might evaluate the research, and by extension, the 

researcher. In other words, whose ‘side’ was I on? However, I was not discouraged by the 

confused looks on their faces, or by their apparent desire that immediately wanted to tear 

apart my research to its core. My interviewees, quite understandably, viewed me with some 

suspicion as they tried to determine the nature of the project and their own participation in it. 

These various reactions made me acutely aware of how controversial and politically charged 

my topic was; at the same time, I saw deep and genuine Turkish interest in the project and its 

eventual outcome. 

 I have also encountered frank attitudes toward my choice of topic, or perhaps 

specifically, to what motivated my choice. At various stages of the thesis, I have been asked if 

I am an anti-religious person critiquing the existence of religion courses in the Turkish 

education system per se or if  I belong to a new generation of scholars/people who argue that 

Turkey is not a 'secular' state, and therefore call for “a real separation of state and religion that 

would energize the social role of Islam”.1 These suppositions show the state of debates on 

compulsory religion education to be polarized, unproductive and poorly conceived. The 

debates take place within a conceptual framework informed by the exhausted arguments about 

Turkish principle of secularism. In brief, there has been a tug-of-war between the 

“Kemalists”/“assertive secularists” and the “Islamists”/“passive secularists” whose core issue 

concerns the concept of religious freedom.2

                                                           
1 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Turkish Secularism. London: C. Hurst, 1998, p. 502. 

 The phenomenon of ‘state neutrality’ so crucial to 

this study, is largely missing from Turkish debates about secularism. In principle, all secular 

states constitutionally declare neutrality towards religions; they establish neither an official 

religion nor atheism. However, in practice, this is never adhered to strictly or consistently. In 

2 The terms “assertive secularists” and “passive secularists” were coined by Ahmet T. Kuru. On this issue he 
states that: “in secular states, ideological struggles to shape state policies generally take place between two 
different notions of secularism-what I call “assertive secularism” and “passive secularism” (Kuru, Ahmet T. 
Secularism and State Policies toward Religion: The United States, France, and Turkey. Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 2009, p. 11) Assertive secularism requires the state to play an “assertive” role to exclude religion from the 
public sphere and confine it to the private domain. Passive secularism demands that the state play a “passive” 
role, by allowing the public visibility of religion. Assertive secularism is a “comprehensive doctrine”, whereas 
passive secularism mainly advocates state neutrality toward religion. Although these terms provide a means to 
analyze the polarization on this issue, I have some reservations with regards to the author’s praise of pro-Islamic 
conservatives (passive secularists). For more information on the terms see: Kuru, Ahmet T. Secularism and State 
Policies toward Religion: The United States, France, and Turkey. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,  2009. 
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my view, religious neutrality is the sine qua non of a secular state. Hence, this study does not 

stem from an ideological perspective informed by the aforementioned polarized views on 

secularism but rather from a sole curiosity in the history of the compulsory religion education 

and its relation with religious minorities in the Turkish context. The study unravels the 

consequences of the state’s failure to establish a homogenous relationship between state and 

religion across different groups.  

 During these last four years of research and writing, I have also had to deal with an 

accusation frequently leveled at public intellectuals in Turkey, that it has become fashionable 

and sometimes even advantageous to criticize the Turkish state. More specifically, the charge 

is that such criticism will gain sympathy and recognition from the European Union and from 

Europeans in general. For these accusers, Orhan Pamuk personifies this charge. It is regularly 

argued that the 2006 Nobel Prize was an award for his political remarks about the exclusion 

of the Armenian and Kurdish massacres from official state versions of Turkish history.  

 It is possible that this whole area of criticism is motivated by a desire to resist the 

phenomenon of 'self-orientalisation' that sometimes seems to drive young Turkish 

intellectuals. While this is a complex problem, I have made every effort in this study to keep 

such processes out of my research and conclusions. 

 During this research, I have sometimes felt the pressure of writing about an issue so 

directly related to religious minorities an issue that in Turkey, would be described as a ‘red 

line’ topic, one that strays into territories that can be politically dangerous. However, I have 

been motivated by a sincere desire to contribute to a more open Turkey, where difference is 

not just ‘tolerated’, but is welcomed with enthusiasm. Therefore I firmly believe in the need to 

dismiss and resist those discourses that work to create an “obligatory consensus”3

                                                           
3 “Obligatory consensus” is a term that Etienne Copeaux has coined to express the phenomenon of constant 
referral to all those national references considered as sacred, like National Unity, the Turkish flag, and the figure 
of Atatürk, by movements who make demands for recognition (i.e., Alevism). He argues that those who make 
demands have to protect themselves from possible accusations of separatism, which may come from state 
institutions, but also from political enemies. In order to legitimatize himself and his demands, each political actor 
therefore has to express himself in the name of unity against those whom he frames as the enemies of unity 
which are most frequently stigmatized as separatists and declared traitors or internal enemies without further 
ado. (Massicard, Elise. “Claiming difference in a unitarist frame: the case of Alevism.” Turkey beyond 
Nationalism: Towards Post-Nationalist Identities. Ed. Hans Lukas Kieser. London: I. B. Tauris, 2006, p.79) I 
think that this term can also be  used to explain the dominant and judgmental values that tend to dominate 
concepts such as state loyalty and that impact Turkish intellectuals challenging state policy and practice.  For 
more information on the term, see: Copeaux, Etienne. ‘Le consensus obligatoire’, in Isabella Rigoni (eds), 
Turquie, les mille visages. Politique, Religion, Femmes, Immigration, Paris: Syllepse, 2000, pp. 89-104. 

, one that 

haunts individual ambitions and turns scholars into either enemies of the state or apologists 

for Europe. In my view, it is only then that it becomes possible to generate new discourses 

that may show the way forward to a better, and more harmonious Turkey.  
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Introduction 

Chapter 1 

 On 19th January 2007, Hrant Dink, a prominent and widely admired Armenian 

journalist and intellectual, was shot and killed outside his newspaper's office in Istanbul. Grief 

turned quickly to public anger, especially among young educated students who took part in 

the huge protests at Dink’s funeral. A Turkish journalist of Armenian origin, Dink had worked 

strenuously to improve relations between Turks and Armenians. He was also one of the 

dozens of writers in Turkey to be charged under Article 301 of Turkey's penal code. He was 

charged with insulting Turkish identity often for his articles dealing with the killing of Kurds 

and Ottoman Armenians.1

 Although Dink’s assassin was arrested immediately after the event, people who felt 

close to Dink and his ideas were not satisfied. Many believed that he was the victim of 

nationalist sentiments that had been created and promoted by the state in the first place. 

According to Rıfat Bali, an independent Istanbul-based researcher who studies Turkey’s 

minority communities, the message was clear. "The message of the murder is ‘You shut up, 

know your limits as an Armenian or a non-Muslim and do not go public often and repeatedly, 

otherwise it will turn out bad for you.’"

 

2

Less than three months prior to the murder of Hrant Dink, the same message was also 

in evidence when three Christian employees of a publishing house that distributes Bibles, 

were slain in the city center of Malatya.

 

3

During the same period, another religiously motivated crime occurred when Catholic 

priest Andrea Santoro was assassinated in the Black Sea city of Trabzon. Don Andrea Santoro 

 This religiously motivated event was in large part 

due to the provocation of local media which warned that Christianity and missionary activity 

were widespread  in the city.  

                                                           
1 Article 301 of Turkish Penal Code that took effect on June 1, 2005 states the following: 

A person who publicly denigrates Turkishness, the Republic or the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, 
shall be punishable by imprisonment of between six months and three years.  
A person who publicly denigrates the Government of the Republic of Turkey, the judicial institutions of 
the State, the military or security organizations shall be punishable by imprisonment of between six 
months and two years.  
In cases where denigration of Turkishness is committed by a Turkish citizen in another country the 
punishment shall be increased by one third.  
Expressions of thought intended to criticize shall not constitute a crime. 
In April 30,2008, the article was amended to change “Turkishness” into “the Turkish nation”.  
(Criminal Code of the Republic of Turkey. 5237. 26 Sept. 2004. Web. 12 Oct 2009.) 

2 “Bible publishers killed in Turkey.” USAToday.com. Associated Press. 18 Apr. 2007. Web. 5 Sept. 2007. 
3 Ibid. 
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was killed by two pistol shots as he was praying in St Mary’s Church in Trabzon, where he 

had been parish priest for three years. The murderer was a sixteen year old who said that he 

committed this action “in the name of Allah”.4 

 

As the history of Turkey and its relations with religious minorities reveal, minority 

rights are rooted outside the Kemalist social contract. Kemalist social contract refers to the 

'Kemalist nationalism' that originated from social contract theories, especially from the 

principles advocated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Kemalist understanding of the social contract 

was strongly influenced by the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire that was considered to 

be caused by the failure of the Ottoman "millet" system and respectively by Ottomanism

When religiously motivated crimes happen in Turkey, the response from the 

government is always the same. Prime ministers, politicians, government representatives 

condemn the events, and then emphasize that these are acts committed against the “future,” 

“unity,” and “the peaceful environment of Turkey”. Politicians fail to question government 

policy, despite the fact that these murderers are raised in what they laud as the country’s 

“peaceful environment”, along with the similarly praised Turkish educational system.  

5. 

Kemalist nationalism, after experiencing the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, defined 

the social contract as its "highest ideal", one composed of national unity, national awareness 

and national culture. As argued by Smith, like that of all modern states hewn from traditional 

societies, Turkey's civic success has come at a cultural cost.6

 The repercussions of this asymmetrical relation that the state had established with non-

Muslims and Alevis, can also be revealed through looking at the Turkish educational arena; 

particularly through examining both the history of the religion education and the personal 

experiences of religious minorities about the course. This dissertation examines the history of 

the compulsory religion education (zorunlu din eğitimi) in the Turkish education system; with 

 From its inception, the 

machinery of the state has been dedicated to homogenizing a diverse populace at the expense 

of non-Muslims and non-Turkish communities. It is my contention that the intolerance that 

has been existent in Turkey towards non-Muslims and non-Sunni Muslims, stems from this 

latent social contract that has limited the religious and cultural diversity of Turkey.  

                                                           
4 “Trabzon’da rahip öldürüldü” [“Priest killed in Trabzon”]. BBC News. BBC. 6 Feb. 2006. Web. 6 Feb. 2006. 
5 By the tern millet I mean officially recognized organisations of the different non-Muslim religious groups, 
which mediated the relations of their members with the Ottoman state. To what extent these organisations 
formed part of the ‘classical’ Ottoman state system, and to what extent they were a 19th century innovation, still 
is a contentious matter among Ottomanists. See: Braude, Benjamin, and Bernard Lewis, eds. Christians and 
Jews in the Ottoman Empire. 2 vols. New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982. In this paper I will use the term millet 
when dealing with the non-Muslim groups of the Ottoman period.  
6 Thomas W. Smith, “Civic Nationalism and Ethnocultural Justice in Turkey.” Human Rights Quarterly 27 
(2005), p. 442. 
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particular attention paid to the experience of religious minorities (Jews, Orthodox Christians, 

Armenians and Alevis7

What is meant by religion education is the existence of a religion course, a course just 

like others such as history, mathematics or literature offered in Turkish education system, that 

teaches basic tenets of Islam. I use the term ‘religion education’ advisedly, despite the fact that 

in English, the more usual term would be ‘religious education’. First of all, the original 

Turkish name (din eğitimi) literally means religion education. Additionally, the term refers to 

the actual content of the course, rather than its methodological character. In other words, the 

intention was to introduce students to the basic tenets of Islam, but to do this within a system 

of state education that was secular, not religious. Indeed, by retaining the term religion 

education, and the original intentions behind it, we may more clearly identify the problems 

that ensued as the religion course shifted away from its original objective, and became more 

‘religious’/confessional in character.

), and to the principle of secularism in Turkish society.  

8

                                                           
7 The Alevis of Turkey are an endogamous minority group whose identity has been historically defined in 
opposition to Sunni identity, stemming from the conflict between the Ottoman and the Safavid Empires in the 
sixteenth century. Alevism is a syncretic religion, which incorporates aspects of Shiite Islam with heterodox 
monotheistic traditions and pantheistic beliefs. (This definition is taken from David Zeidan. See: Zeidan, David. 
'The Alevis of Turkey', Middle East Review of International Affairs, Vol.3, No.4 (Dec. 1999)). In this 
dissertation, I refer to Alevis as a 'religious minority', although I acknowledge the fact that there is no consensus 
among Alevis or academic circles, as to whether Alevis should be regarded as a religious minority or not. In the 
EU Progress Reports, Alevis are also defined as a 'non-Sunni Muslim minority', a label to which some Alevis are 
opposed. The minority concept in Turkey is strongly informed by the Lausanne Treaty in which only non-
Muslims were considered as minorities. Due to this narrow definition, and the negative connotations of 'minority' 
status in societal perception, groups like Alevis and Kurds who experience non-representation and repression in 
society may still refrain from calling themselves minorities. My choice stems from my understanding of 
'minority group' as it is defined by sociologist Louis Wirth. He defines minority group as a group of people who 
because of their physical or cultural characteristics, are singled out from other citizens for differential and 
unequal treatment, and who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination. (See: Wirth, 
Louis. “The Problem of Minority Groups.” The Science of Man in the World Crisis. Ed. Ralph Linton. New 
York: Columbia UP, 1945, p. 347) I would argue that this goes some way to describing the situation of the 
Alevis  in Turkish society. I believe that in the end, what makes one group (the Alevis in this case), outsiders is 
not its minority status, but rather how minorities are perceived by the state and society. From this perspective, I 
see no problem in describing the Alevis as a religious minority. 

 

8 In this education system, however, my interest is confined to the state and private schools; the primary schools 
and the high schools that prepare students for higher learning institutions. Thus, the examination of other types 
of schools, such as technical and vocational schools, which provide specialized instruction with the aim of 
training qualified personnel, is excluded. The reason for this is two-fold; first, the numbers of vocational and 
technical schools are relatively low compared to general primary and secondary schools (In 2008-2009 school 
year the number of primary and general high schools added up to 37,822 where as the number of vocational and 
technical schools were 4,622) and secondly, the members of the non-Muslim communities in these schools are 
almost non-existent (See: Turkey. Ministry of National Education Strategy Development Presidency. National 
Education Statistics Formal Education, A Publication of Official Statistics Program 2008-2009. Ankara: Devlet 
Basımevi, 2009, p. 7). Prior to 1997, primary education comprised five years of primary school (İlkokul) and 
three years of middle school, or junior high school (Ortaokul). After completion of the fifth year, the Primary 
School Diploma (İlkokul Diploması) was awarded, and the Middle School Diploma (Ortaokul Diploması) was 
awarded at the end of the three-year middle school education. After 1997, in accordance with Law No. 4306, 
these two diplomas have been combined and replaced by a single diploma, the Basic Education Diploma 
(İlköğretim Diploması), to be awarded to those students who successfully complete the eight-year basic 
education program. In Turkey, secondary education covers general, vocational and technical high schools (Lise) 
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In other words, this dissertation looks at education policies and the political debates 

with respect to the content of the religion courses first introduced in 1924, and subsequently, 

the subject of continuous power struggles. In this history, it is immediately apparent that the 

views of non-Muslims and Alevis have remained peripheral to the various debates concerning 

religion and education. 

 The notion of “the Turkish state” is of course, a specious one. It is to attribute unity, 

morality and independence to something that can only ever be relatively disunited, amoral and 

dependent upon the workings of governments. However, as Abrams puts it, even if we take 

“state” to be an illusion, there is still a project of dominations that can be studied.

It is my contention that tracing the historical development of the 

religion courses will improve our understanding of a secular state and its relation to Islam and 

Turkish nationalism. Historical debates about the legitimacy of compulsory religion 

education, conducted by the highly polarized Turkish intelligentsia, reveal the complicated 

relationship that a “secular” state establishes between Sunni Islam and other religions 

(Christianity, Judaism and Alevism). 

9

 The simple, but important reason for choosing to concentrate on education is its 

powerful role in shaping citizens and nations. As Kaplan puts it, “through the school system, 

the state acts to transmit core values that promote the basic requisites of citizenship: that is to 

say, children must be predisposed to accept the moral and social principles underlying the 

polity”.

 In the 

Turkish case, there is certainly a project of domination of minorities by the hegemonic 

culture, and this is exactly what this dissertation explores through its detailed study of 

compulsory religion education.   

10 This is especially true in countries like Turkey, where school children are expected 

to assimilate national principles relevant to their lives as adult citizens, and the Turkish “father 

state” legitimates the authoritarian relationship of father and children.11 Michel Foucault 

developed his conceptual work on discourse and power/knowledge in order to show us how 

state institutions work to marginalize alternative ways of acting and thinking.12

                                                                                                                                                                                     
that provide four years of education (it was three years until 2005). Thus in the period covered in this chapter, 
the education consisted of two levels; primary and secondary, the secondary being divided into orta and the lise 
parts. 

 Turkish 

schools are no different in this respect; these are spaces in which alternative ways of “being” 

9 Philip Abrams, “Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State”, Journal of Historical Sociology I:I (March, 
1988) pp. 75-81. 
10 Sam Kaplan, Education and the Politics of National Culture in post-1980 Turkey: The Pedagogical State. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006, Preface xv. 
11 Ibid., p. 14. 
12 Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, trans. Donald Bouchard. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1977, p. 200. 
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are discouraged. 

In the early republican era in Turkey, all levels of religion education were officially 

almost banned for nearly two decades. After the Second World War, improving socio-

economic relations with Western democracies and the initiation of a multi-party system 

influenced the educational structure. It was in this context that religion education in schools 

emerged as an important issue. After a long debate at the political level, religion education 

was introduced not only in primary schools (in 1949), but also in lower secondary schools 

(orta okul) (in 1956), and in upper secondary schools (lise) (in 1967).13 The debate continues 

until today. Many scholars in Turkey believe that compulsory religion education in state 

schools is not consistent with the international covenant’s articles on Freedom of Religion or 

Belief.14 In Turkey, there are certain groups that object to the course, while other groups find 

it inadequate to the teaching of Islam.15

Here it must be noted that prior to 1982, when the course was optional, the course was 

still called as a compulsory course. The reason to call it ‘compulsory’ was due to the fact that 

if a student chose to follow the course, he/she had to pass it in order to progress to the next 

level education. In all parliamentary debates, legislation and scholarly work, the course is 

described in this way. Therefore, I also describe the education in this era as compulsory; 

cautioning the reader that the application of the course differed from what came after 1982 

when compulsory meant that there was no right to opt out of the course. 

  

Thus, it was in 1982, that the religious character of Turkish nationalism, evident in 

virtually all school textbooks since the establishment of the republic, was further consolidated 

by the introduction of compulsory religion courses. Two years after the 1980 coup, the 

military endorsed a new constitution that mandated obligatory instruction in religion culture 

and moral education in all primary and secondary schools. Beginning at the fourth grade level 

and continuing until graduation from high school, all school children (with the exception of 

non-Muslim students who have the right to opt out of the course16

                                                           
13 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 280. 

), must attend the “Religion 

14 The reasoning of this phenomenon is best summarized in Moe's  article. See: Moe, Christian. Moe, Christian. 
“Religious Human Rights and Religion in Schools.” Proceedings of the International Conference ‘Religion in 
Schools: Problems of Pluralism in the Public Sphere,’ Kotor, Montenegro, 22-24 Apr. 2005. PDF file. 
15 One example is the article of İhsan Yıldız . See: Yıldız, İhsan. Yıldız, İhsan. “Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 
Dersi: Zorunlu mu Kalmalı, Yoksa Seçmeli mi Olmalı?” [“Religion Culture and Morals Course: Shall it be 
compulsory or voluntary?”]. TÜBAV Bilim Dergisi 2.2 (2009): 243-256. 
16 This right to exemption derives directly from accepted definitions of ‘minority’ and ‘minority rights’ in 
Turkey. It has been based on a peace treaty signed in Lausanne on 24 July 1923, between the British Empire, 
France, Italy, Japan, Greece, Romania, and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes on one side, and Turkey 
on the other. According to the provisions of the Lausanne Treaty, it is legally correct for Turkey to consider only 



8 
 

Culture and Morals” course [Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi (DKAB)], which has a confessional 

character. 

The main characteristic of confessional religious education is its claim—whether 

implicitly or explicitly made—that a specific religion is the only true religion. Moreover, the 

religion education system is based on the Hanafi-Maturidi branch of orthodox Islam and as 

such, does not create space for the Alevi understanding of Islam.17

There has been much scholarly research done on the nationalistic character of the 

Turkish education system. The works of Ismail Kaplan and Etienne Copeaux trace the Turkish 

education system from its inception to today, with regard to its ideological content.

 At first glance, one might 

claim that it is the Alevis who suffer most under this system, as they must attend the course 

while members of the other religious minorities are exempted. However, this is not 

necessarily true, as this dissertation will reveal.  

18 Kaplan 

studies the constitutions, various party and government programmes, laws, directives, and 

statements made by officials from the ministry of education. Copeaux focuses on Turkish 

history textbooks produced between 1931 and 1993. Copeaux’s work is original in the sense 

that he lays out a continuous, more or less latent Islamic historiography, within which various 

discourses such as Kemalism, Turkish Islamic Synthesis and Islamism take precedence at 

different times and in different books. Büşra Ersanlı-Behar’s dissertation, the introduction to 

Doğan Avcıoğlu’s book, Türklerin Tarihi, and in more elaborate form the work of İsmail 

Beşikci are all studies that treat the ideological function of history textbooks.19

  In addition to these works, Turkish textbooks have come under a slightly different 

scrutiny in recent years. In 2004, a number of institutions conducted evaluations—from a 

human rights perspective—of history textbooks. One such exercise, the “Human Rights in 

Textbooks Project”, was carried out by the History Foundation of Turkey and the Turkish 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
non-Muslims as minorities. This legal inference also corresponds to the general conviction in Turkey that only 
non-Muslims should be considered as minorities—a conviction that is determined by historical, political and 
ideological factors. 
For more thorough information on the subject see: Oran, Baskın. Türkiye’de Azınlıklar: Kavramlar, Teori, Lozan, 
İç mevzuat, İçtihat, Uygulama [Minorities in Turkey: Concepts, Theory, Lausanne, Legislation, Jurisprudence, 
Implementation]. İstanbul: İletişim, 2004. 
17 Ibid. 
18 The works mentioned here are: Kaplan, İsmail. Türkiye’de Milli Eğitim İdeolojisi ve Siyasal Toplumsallaşma 
Üzerindeki Etkisi [The Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its implications for Political Socialization]. 
Istanbul: İletişim, 1999;  Copeaux, Etienne. Tarih Ders Kitaplarında (1931-1993) Türk Tarih Tezinden Türk-
İslam Sentezine [From the Turkish History Thesis to the Turkish Islamic Synthesis in the Turkish History 
Textbook 1931-1993]. Trans. Ali Berktay. Istanbul: İletişim, 2006. 
19 Büşra Ersanlı Behar. İktidar ve Tarih. Türkiye’de “Resmi Tarih” Tezinin Oluşum, 1929-1937 [Hegemony and 
History: The Formation of the “Official History” Thesis in Turkey, 1929-1937]. Istanbul: Afa, 1992; Doğan 
Avcıoğlu, Türklerin Tarihi [History of the Turks]. Vol.1. Istanbul: Tekin, 1979, pp. 23-24; İsmail Beşikçi, “Türk 
Tarih Tezi”, “Günes-Dil Teorisi” ve Kürt Sorunu [“Turkish History Thesis”, “Sun-Language Theory” and 
Kurdish Problem]. Ankara: Çağlar, 1977. 
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Academy of Sciences. The project was part of the project for Promoting Human Rights in 

Textbooks, inspired by the United Nations Decade for Human Rights Education. It addressed 

the need to assess the basic premises of the national educational system as manifested in the 

textbooks. In this project, 190 textbooks were analysed, covering the range of subjects taught 

in primary and secondary schools. This was the most extensive and systematic survey of 

textbooks in Turkey to date, drawing on the participation of 179 teachers, 51 parents and 91 

undergraduate or graduate students. The study identified and reported four thousand cases of 

abuse. The findings, grouped according to subject or the nature of the abuse, were then 

discussed and evaluated in a series of articles published under the title “Human Rights Issues 

in Textbooks: The Turkish Case”.20

Apart from scholars who confine their attention to national and historical education in 

Turkey, there are also scholars who have written about various aspects of religion education in 

Turkish schools. Indeed religion education, especially compulsory religion education, is far 

from being an under-researched area. However, many scholars working on this topic tend to 

take a descriptive approach to historical studies. Others seek to defend the compatibility or 

incompatibility of compulsory religion courses with secularism that turns on unproductive 

theoretical debates. At best, these studies try to elaborate on whether the course can be seen as 

a major compromise of Kemalist secularism, or as the manifestation of state control over the 

religious sphere, and thus ultimate proof that Turkish secularism has not been about the 

separation of sacred and secular spheres. Yet a close look at the history of compulsory religion 

education and a scrutiny of this history from a human rights perspective seems to draw less 

attention from scholars, about the internal dynamics of Turkish secularism. In sum, lacking 

sufficient depth, many of the existing debates obscure the need to address, in practical terms, 

the quality of this education. In this thesis, I argue that compulsory religion education will not 

be fully understood unless and until we consider it in a broad socio-political context informed 

by human rights values.

 At the end of this project, in which I was actively 

involved, a final report was submitted to the Ministry of Education. This report was based 

upon our findings, and made recommendations as to how textbooks might be improved. As 

the above examples illustrate, Turkish textbooks and school curricula have attracted 

considerable attention.  

21

                                                           
20 Deniz Torba Ceylan and Gürol Irzık, eds. Human Rights Issues in Textbooks: The Turkish Case. Istanbul: Tarih 
Vakfı, 2004. 

 

21 In the context of education and this particular study, I define human rights values as the promotion of the 
fundamental rights and freedoms enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights specifically in regard 
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Beyza Bilgin, for example, was the first religious educator to achieve a professorship 

in religion education. She has been one of the most influential people in the move to make 

religion education compulsory in 1980. Her works approach the topic from a pedagogical 

point of view focusing on the merits of provision of religion education in formal education 

system. 

Halis Ayhan, a scholar at Marmara University, has written a comprehensive history of 

religion education in Turkey. His book also covers the development of private religious 

education and the Imam Hatip schools (İmam Hatip Lisesi), which are designed to train 

imams for religious institutions.22

Two articles by Nurullah Altaş, another scholar working in this field of study, have 

proved of great value to my research. Altaş is the only writer to provide a comprehensive 

historical treatment of the role of religion in formal education. In his article, “The place of 

religion in the Turkish formal education”, he studies the programmes of religion courses 

taught between 1924 and 1980, but in a somewhat descriptive way.

 Ayhan is one of the proponents of compulsory religion 

education; in his various works, he argues that Turkish society needs religion education in 

order to prevent moral depravity.  

23 His later article 

examines the same process, but for the period between 1980 and 2001. In this second piece, 

he addresses the 1999 changes made to improve the textbooks.24

 Recep Kaymakcan has written comprehensively about various aspects of religion 

education, again mostly focusing on textbooks and curriculum changes. He is the only scholar 

to analyze the treatment of Christianity and Judaism in religion textbooks. He has also 

cooperated with the Education Reform Initiative, an NGO, on a project that thoroughly 

examined the changes made to the religion education program in 2005 by the Ministry of 

Education. This project which is called “Religion and Education in Turkey: The need for 

change”, was the first of its kind in that it brought together intellectuals, academics, educators, 

and members of NGOs to discuss the problems of religion education. The group produced a 

final paper in which they made detailed recommendations and expressed a consensus on how 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
to tolerance, peace, non-violence and intercultural understanding, including respect for linguistic, cultural and 
religious diversity. 

22 Halis Ayhan, Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004. 
23 Nurullah Altaş, “Türkiye’de Örgün Öğretimde Dinin Yeri” [“The Place of Religion in the Turkish Formal 
Education System”]. Maarife Dergisi 1.2 (Spring 2002): 219-229. 
24 Nurullah Altaş, “Türkiye’de Zorunlu Din Öğretimini Yapılandıran Süreç, Hedefler ve Yeni Yöntem Arayışları” 
[“The Process, Aims and the Search for New Methods that Structure Compulsory Religion Education in 
Turkey”]. Dini Araştırmalar Dergisi (Jan.-Apr. 2002): 145-168. 
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religion education in Turkey ought to proceed.25

Sam Kaplan, a British scholar referred to earlier, has looked at how state policy 

makers, aligned with the Turkish Islamic Synthesis, have promoted a rationalist, religious 

version of nationalism in the curriculum. In one of his articles, he conducts a discourse 

analysis of a seventh-grade textbook and shows how this approach works to identify the 

interplay between religious heritage and secularity following the 1980 military coup.

 The specific content of this paper will be 

addressed in Chapter Four.  

26 In his 

book, The Pedagogical State, Kaplan pursues an ethnographic study of the cultural and 

political processes by which education is reconfigured around the interests of different sectors 

of contemporary Turkish society.27

There have been no ethnographic studies of how minorities have viewed their 

exemption from the course, and how this exemption may have contributed to their 

marginalization. More specifically, there is a lack of scholarly attention paid to the 

relationship between the compulsory religion courses and the relative impact on religious 

minorities included in the course (Alevis) and those exempted from it (Jews, Christians and 

Asyrranies). One exception may be found in the work of Yahya Koçoğlu who has conducted 

interviews with 46 non-Muslim people under the age of 35, and compiled them in a book.

 However, the focus in his book is primarily the Turkish 

education system as a whole, rather than compulsory religion education. 

28

 My research differs from the abovementioned works because it filters all socio-

political developments with regards to religion education (from the late Ottoman era to 

modern Turkey) through the lens of religious minorities. Chapter six is innovative in its use of 

interviews with people from religious minority groups reflecting on their experiences of 

school and the compulsory religion courses. I aim to give voice to the religious minorities on 

this issue, precisely because until now, their voices have been largely ignored. In this respect, 

my research takes inspiration from the field of Subaltern Studies and/or minority histories, as 

 

The interviews address perceptions and problems concerning identity, as experienced by 

individuals of Jewish and Christian origins. A few of these interviewees provide brief 

accounts of their experiences in compulsory religion courses. They were rather interesting and 

made me think about the importance of examining this issue in a more elaborate 

comprehensive way.  

                                                           
25 “Religion and Schooling in Turkey: The Need for Reform.” Education Reform Initiative. Mar. 2005. PDF file. 
26 The article referred is: Sam Kaplan, “Religious Nationalism”: A Textbook Case from Turkey, Comparative 
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Vol. 25 No.3, 2005. 
27 See: Kaplan, Sam. Education and the Politics of National Culture in post-1980 Turkey: The Pedagogical State. 
Stanford: Stanford UP, 2006. 
28 Yahya Koçoğlu, Azınlık Gençleri Anlatıyor [Minority Youth is Telling]. Istanbul: Metis, 2001. 
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explained by Chakrabarty in his highly influential book.29 Subaltern theory takes the 

perspective of the “other” as the one who has had no voice because of race, class or gender. It 

emphasizes that norms are established by those in power and imposed on subjugated groups. 

By attending to previously excluded voices and experience, Subaltern Studies seek to make 

the subaltern the sovereign subject of history.30

  Working in the same spirit, which animates the studies described above, I aim to show 

the complex ways in which religious minorities have been ‘othered’ by classroom experience, 

and how that experience may have shaped the larger meaning of citizenship in Turkey. 

Moreover, I seek to move beyond historical studies that are largely descriptive, in order to 

analyze the internal dynamics of the developments in religion education. Finally, my approach 

should add to our critical understanding of the specific character of Turkish secularism. 

  

 Here I would like to note that since I confine my attention to an excavation of official 

state discourse in relation to religious minorities, I risk giving the impression that the religion 

course was put in to the curricula only to assimilate religious minorities and that the Islam 

presented in the textbooks had the consent of all Muslims, including every sect, 

denomination, tarikat/cemaat etc. I am well aware that this is not the case and that there is 

widespread resentment about the official version of Islam. This resentment emanates from 

various groups, some of which argue that the course was intended to silence alternative, and 

sometimes more fanatic versions of Islam. Although I acknowledge this important dimension 

of the course which has repercussions for Muslims in Turkey, I leave it outside of my scope. 

Together with the Introduction (Chapter one) and Conclusion (Chapter seven), this 

dissertation is organized in seven chapters. Chapter two, titled “Religious education during 

the Late Ottoman Period: Historical Background”31

                                                           
29 See: Chakrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 2000. 

, surveys the historical development of 

Ottoman education policies from the early Tanzimat era to the end of the Empire. In addition, 

this history is considered in relation to historically changing notions of citizenship. My key 

concern in this dissertation is compulsory religion education and its consequences for 

religious minorities. However, this chapter treats the larger dynamics behind the formation of 

the modern Turkish educational system, in which compulsory religion education would play 

such an important role. It is my conviction that Turkey’s modern education policies have been 

informed by the continuities, as well as the discrepancies, between the policies adopted by 

30 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 2000, p. 102. 
31 In this chapter I use the term “religious education” instead of  “religion education”  as during most of this 

period what was understood from education was religious in essence. 
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Tanzimat reformers, Abdülhamid, and the Young Turk regime. In this section, I also explain 

how religious education was conducted in these three historical periods, touching briefly on 

the question of how religious minorities received religious education in their millets.  

In Chapter three, “Education policies with respect to religion education (1918-

1980)”, I trace the history of formal education policies in Turkey with respect to religion 

education from 1918 to 1980. The chapter is divided into three main sections: 1918-1923, 

1923-1950 and finally 1950-1980. This endeavor opens up a space to question the 

compatibility of the principle of secularism (as declared in the Turkish Constitution) with the 

existence of state-initiated religion courses in schools. Here, the focus is on members of 

religious minorities, namely Jews, Greeks, Armenians and Alevis, who have experienced state 

education policies rather differently than the Sunni Muslims. As has already been shown, the 

members of these religious groups remained at the margins of discussions regarding the 

quality of the religion education. In this chapter, I analyze various materials, including 

textbooks, speeches by education ministers, government programs, legal documents and 

finally, scholarly debates about compulsory religion education. 

A crucial source for this chapter is the Communications Journal (Tebliğler Dergisi), 

which is a biweekly journal that has reported all Ministry of Education decisions since 1939. 

The journal provides a wide range of information about national education conferences, 

ministers’ speeches, and details of the organization of various school programs. In addition I 

used the school textbooks that were given approval by the Ministry of Education.  

  Throughout Turkish history, there have been numerous governmental debates about 

the legitimacy of this course. I will critically examine these debates, particularly where they 

touch on the in/compatibility of the religion course with human rights and the secular state. 

The debates yield a great deal of information about the positions held by particular parties in 

relation to these questions. Here, my main resource will be the reports of Council of Ministry 

of Education (Milli Eğitim Şuurası), which started in 1921 and continue today. Some of these 

reports contain dialogues between ministers that touch specifically on the issue of religion 

education. 

Chapter four, “Education policies with respect to religion education (1980-2009)”, 

develops the work of the previous chapter, by tracing the history of religion education 

between 1980 and 2009. The first section treats the 1980 coup d’état and the military regime, 

under which religion education courses became compulsory. I explain the current application 

of the course and look at recent challenges relating to the European accession process and 

legislative changes in the realm of human rights. These wider developments have important 
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implications for the structure of religion education in Turkey. In this chapter, I begin to 

identify and analyze these implications. Here I rely heavily on newspaper articles, all of 

which have been critically examined and crosschecked with other journals, as well as EU 

Commission reports.   

In Chapter five, Religion textbooks, I take a close look at the textbooks that have been 

used for the religion education courses. As the basis for instruction and a frame for classroom 

discourse, textbooks have undoubted importance. This is especially true for religion textbooks 

insofar as they leave little semantic space to question privileged representations. The simple 

and straightforward language, clear-cut definitions, and unambiguous narratives tend to 

confine interpretations to a predetermined field of associations. In this chapter, I inspect the 

various textbooks in historical context. Specifically my selection and analysis of the books 

follow the time periods set out in the preceding chapters. Drawing on the methods of critical 

discourse analysis, I provide an account of the intricate relationships between discourse, 

ideology, society and culture. This approach works to reveal the implicit arguments and 

meanings in the texts (textbooks), which tend to marginalize non-dominant groups (the Alevis 

and non-Muslims), while justifying the values, beliefs, and ideologies of dominant groups (the 

Sunnis).  

 In Chapter six, “Listening to the voice of religious minorities”, I turn more directly to 

Turkey’s religious minorities and their experiences of religion education. The open-ended and 

semi-structured interviews conducted with members of various minority groups form the 

backbone of this chapter. In these interviews, I heard accounts concerning the character of 

compulsory religion education in Turkey, as well as specific experiences of discrimination. 

The interviews hint at the possible relation between the increase in religious hate crimes and 

the quality of religion education in Turkey. In addition, there are intriguing accounts of how 

some individuals and groups resist and negotiate compulsory religion education. For this 

chapter, I conducted in-depth interviews with 16 people of Armenian, Jewish, Orthodox 

Christian and Alevi origins, posing semi-structured questions. The findings from these 

interviews have been arranged and analyzed thematically. 

 Compulsory religion education remains a highly controversial topic in Turkey, subject 

to change at any time. As of October 2010, there are new plans to modify the content of the 

course, taking it in the direction of a “morality course” that addresses all students, but with an 

additional plan to offer elective courses on “Sunnism”. This idea has been proposed before 

and I briefly discuss the issue elsewhere in the dissertation. However, what is new here is the 

recent declaration by Minister of State, Faruk Çelik, that if Alevis demand a similar course to 
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teach “Alevism”, this should also be offered.32

 

 To date, this new plan is still in its infancy and 

its adoption has not been confirmed. That said, Faruk Çelik’s statement, however vague, does 

signal the start of another momentous process in the history of compulsory religion education 

courses in Turkey. In light of these recent developments, it seems that my thesis arrives at a 

timely moment. It is important therefore, to remind the reader that the dissertation covers 

events up through the end of 2009. 

1.1 A note on the term ‘secular’ 

The terms ‘secular’, ‘secularization’ and ‘secularism’ come up frequently in this 

dissertation, especially in chapters two and three. The usage of these terms in different 

historical contexts (i.e. the late Ottoman era and Republican Turkey) demands some 

explanation.  

In his influential book Public Religions in the Modern World, Casanova argues that in 

reference to actual historical process, the term ‘secularization’ was first used to signify the 

massive expropriation and appropriation, usually by the state, of monasteries, landholdings, 

and the mortmain wealth of the church, after the Protestant Reformation and the ensuing 

religious wars.33 It is after this point, he asserts, that “secularization has come to designate the 

passage, transfer, or relocation of persons, things, functions, meanings, and so forth, from 

their traditional location in the religious sphere to the secular spheres.”34

The classical sociological theory (as found in the works on Durkheim and Weber), 

depicts secularization is an essential component of the process of modernization. According to 

this approach, which is called the “secularization thesis” or the “secularization paradigm”, 

religious beliefs either disappear, decline, become privatized or marginalized along with the 

increasing differentiation of religious and non-religious institutions.

 Thus typically, the 

term is used to refer to the concept of the secular state, where government and religious 

institutions are separated and the state's authority derives from man-made laws, rather than 

religious doctrine. 

35

                                                           
32 Sedat Ergin. “Hükümetin Zorunlu Din Dersi Sınavı” [“The test of the government with the compulsory 
religion education”]. Hürriyet Gazetesi 28 Nov. 2010. 

 Needless to say, the 

phenomena of privatization and marginalization that Casanova discusses were not evident in 

the late Ottoman context. I would argue that the term secularization must be used advisedly in 

33 Jose Casanova, Public Religions In the Modern World. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1994, p. 13. 
34 Ibid. 
35 For more information on the secularization theory, see: Wilson, Bryan. Contemporary Transformations of 
Religion. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1976; Berger, Peter L. The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of 
Religion. New York: Doubleday, 1967. For an account of the ‘secularisation thesis’ see: Casanova, Jose. Public 
Religions In the Modern World, Univ.of Chicago Press: Chicago, USA, 1994:15-20. 
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relation to the late Ottoman period, where the Sultan was also the khalif and the ideology of 

Empire was based on religion. In this particular historical context, I use the term 

secularization to refer to the decreasing importance of religion in civic society, such as the 

field of law and, specifically, in public education. The introduction of modern schools and 

educational institutions came as a result of social and political processes which effectively 

challenged the sole dependence on religion in educational theory and practice. When 

understood in this way, it can be said that it was not until after the Tanzimat era that 

secularization became one of the key components of education policy.36

According to Fortna, the term “secular” cannot be applied to schools in this context, 

since these schools were ostensibly interdenominational and included some scope for religion; 

they had their own mosques, observed the Muslim calendar, taught Koranic interpretation and 

emphasized Islamic notions of morality.

 The need for 

Ottomans with a knowledge of Europe, of European science and technology was felt urgently 

when the Mahmudian reforms were taking effect. Moreover, in the realm of education, the 

need to monitor and centralize the existing millet schools provided an important motivation 

for further secularization.  

37 A good example of Fortna’s point may be found in 

the daily practices in Galatasaray Mekteb-i Sultani, the first established sultani38

In the modern Turkish context the terms secular and secularism connote completely 

different concepts from the ones usually in Western Europe and the USA.

 intended to 

provide education for both Muslim and non-Muslim pupils, and often regarded as the epitome 

of Ottomanism. In Galatasaray Mekteb-i Sultani, during prayer times, Muslim students were 

encouraged to go to mosques and non-Muslim students to various shrines where they could 

practice their religion. This reveals some of the early limits to secularization in the Ottoman 

context. 

 

                                                           
36 The Tanzimat, meaning reorganization of the Ottoman Empire, was a period of reformation that began in 1839 
and ended with the First Constitutional Era in 1876.  On November 3rd 1839, Sultan Abdulmecid issued a statute 
for the general government of the Empire. Originally called Hatti-i Serif of Gülhane (the imperial garden where 
it was first proclaimed), the statute became known as the Tanzimat decree. The decree was actually designed 
during the reign of Mahmud II (1784-1839) but, due to his death, it was during his son's reign that the decree 
was proclaimed by the minister of foreign affairs, Mustafa Reşit Pasha. 

In order to give 

meaning to secularization processes in Turkey, especially with regards to education, it is 

37 Benjamin C. Fortna, “Islamic Morality in Late Ottoman ‘Secular’ Schools.” International Journal of Middle 
Eastern Studies 32 (2000), p. 369. 
38 Sultani (School of the Sultan) means lycee level institutions, the cost of building and maintaining which was 
paid for entirely from the sultan’ s personal funds. Sultanis charged for tuition fee so that only the wealthier 
families could afford to send their children, except for the very best poor students, who could attend without 
charge. (Stanford J.Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, 
Cambridge Univ. Press: New York, 1977, p. 108) In addition, Sultanis aimed to foster mixed education, Muslim 
and non-Muslims together. 
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important to give the term a specifically Turkish context. Informed by the above-mentioned, 

‘secularization thesis’, in the West, secularism usually means that the state remains impartial 

in religious matters. Therefore, a commonly held definition of secularism is the separation of 

church and state. Yet recent accounts of secularism in Turkey argue that the Turkish state did 

not follow Jefferson’s model of separation of church and state, but rather Rousseau’s or 

Hobbes’s model of laicism, or state control over religion. It is for this reason that some 

scholars believe that ‘secularism’ may not be the best word to define this phenomenon in 

Turkey. For instance, according to Davison, the founding and operative institutional matrix is 

best understood as a form of ‘laicism’ and not secularism, because secularism carries the 

meaning of divorcing religion and politics, and this divorce has not occurred in Turkey.39 

Tank chooses to call the Turkish Republic a state of ‘controlled secularity’ because she notes 

that in Turkey, the prevailing idea is that religion should remain in the public controlled 

sphere of the state, rather than the private sphere of the individual. In this respect, the Turkish 

approach to secularity advocates the management and control of private religion.40 Toprak, on 

the other hand, refers to the Turkish Republic as a ‘semi-secular’ state, arguing that religious 

organization within the state bureaucracy (and the consequent subordination of religious 

authority to the political) is contrary to the spirit of secularism as understood in the West. 41

Thus, although I accept these recent scholarly interpretations, I have opted to retain the 

term secular—which I believe can be adapted to specific meanings in different political and 

historical contexts—when analyzing the official doctrine of republican Turkey. Treated 

advisedly then, in this dissertation Turkish secularism is regarded as a political doctrine that 

promotes secularization and ultimately aims to limit religion to the private sphere by 

redefining it as a matter of individual conscience. 

 

                                                           
39 Andrew Davison, “Turkey, a Secular Sate? The Challenge of Description.” The South Atlantic Quarterly 
102.2/3 (Spring/Summer 2003), p. 342. 
40 Pınar Tank, “Political Islam in Turkey: A State of Controlled Secularity.” Turkish Studies 6.1 (Mar. 2005), 
p.14. 
41 Binnaz Toprak, Islam and Political Development in Turkey. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1981, p. 47. 
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Religious education during the Late Ottoman Period: Historical 

Background 

Chapter 2 

 This chapter examines the development of Ottoman education policies from the early 

Tanzimat era to the end of the Empire. It also looks at the creation and evolution of a notion 

of ‘citizenship’ based on its Western conceptions, one that had important implications for 

education policies. Although my overarching arguments are related to compulsory religion 

education and its specific consequences for religious minorities in modern Turkey, this 

chapter places that problem in historical context by showing the dynamics of the formation of 

the modern Turkish education system. To make sense of the larger development of Turkish 

education policy, it is important to note that there were both continuities, and breaks, between 

the various policies adopted by Tanzimat (1839-1876) reformers, Abdulhamid (1876-1908) 

and the Young Turk (1908-1918) regime. Moreover, it was during these particular historical 

periods that the education system was secularized and centralized, and the problem of how to 

deliver religious education came under greater scrutiny.   

 In this section, my main focus will be Ottoman Public Education. However, I will 

briefly examine the education policies of the different millets, Jewish, Armenian and Greek, in 

order to look at the ways in which these differing policies interacted with, and helped to shape 

Ottoman Public education. I will also look at developments in Alevi education policy. 

Although the Alevis did not constitute a millet with its own internal organization, their 

experience of religious education is treated extensively in this thesis and therefore, some 

understanding of Alevi policy is important.  

I propose to analyse all these debates against the backdrop of rising nationalisms in the 

late Ottoman era. More specifically, I argue that the legacy of these nationalisms contributed 

to the collapse of the Empire and also impacted on the behavior of the modern Turkish state 

towards its religious minorities. This chapter is organized in accordance with the three main 

historical periods it covers: the Tanzimat era, the Abdulhamid era and the Young Turk era. The 

reason for this periodization is that each of these periods can be associated with particular 

ideological developments that had clear implications for education policies. This does not 

mean that the boundaries between these ideologies were always clear. Indeed, each set of 

discourses evolved out of the previous ones, as can be seen, for example when we examine 

the close similarities between education policies in the Abdulhamid and Young Turk periods. 
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2.1 Westernization and the Ottoman Empire  

 Westernization in the Ottoman Empire has been regarded as one of the key factors in 

influencing the religious component of the education system. Prior to the changes brought by 

process of Westernization, education consisted mainly of religious instruction. Therefore this 

section begins with an analysis of Westernization in the Ottoman context, examining the 

military and civil reforms that would eventually impact on thinking about education.1

 During the Tulip era

  
2 (1718-1730), the effects of war, commerce and the 

Enlightenment concept of civilization began to shape the parameters of Ottoman social 

change. Increasingly, the Ottoman sultans acted in response to processes of, also shaped by 

these parameters, were cast within the context of Ottoman Westernization and the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century adoption of Western goods, institutions, and ideas.3

 The first deliberate attempts to imitate and adopt selected elements from the societies 

of Western Europe began in the early eighteenth century.

   

4

                                                           
1 The term ‘westernization’ also requires explanation. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with the 
increasing role of science and technology that defined the West, westernization became a measure of those 
societies deemed to be “developed and progressive” and those seen as ‘underdeveloped’. (Fatma Müge Göçek, 
Rise of the bourgeoise, Demise of the Empire:Ottoman Westernization and Social Change. New York: Oxford 
UP, 1996, p. 6) A Euro-centric perspective, the meaning of “Westernization evolved to refer to the 
transformations societies underwent to become like the West” (ibid p. 5). Thus, westernization has come to mean 
the adoption of the socio-economic and cultural attributes of the West. However, Westernization can also be seen 
as an “imagined construct with each receiving society defining it to its own experience”. (Benjamin C.Fortna, 
Imperial Classroom Islam, the State and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire, Oxford: Oxford UP, p.5) Here, 
the term appears to grant greater agency to individual states, allowing for a more localized and culturally specific 
historical course. In this respect, I agree with Fortna's assertion that Ottoman Westernization should be 
understood not only by examining the Ottoman adoption of western values, but also the adaptation of those 
values according to the Ottoman context. This premise becomes much more meaningful when we look at the 
realm of education because here it becomes clear that, in the Ottoman context, educational reform was not an 
external concept that inevitably “happened” to a passive Ottoman Empire. According to Fortna, “if the concept 
of new-style education served as a shared panacea, it was the state's pragmatic fusion of the new pedagogy with 
Ottoman and Islamic elements that informed educational developments on the ground”. (Benjamin C.Fortna, 
Imperial Classroom Islam, the State and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire, Oxford: Oxford UP, p.5) In 
sum, my reading of Ottoman education policies will operate with a broader conception of westernization that 
does not see Ottoman modernization as the outcome of the struggle between the enlightened elites and the 
backward/corrupt military, societal and religious forces in Ottoman society. 

 The treaties of Carlowitz (1699) 

and Passarowitz (1718) drew attention to two important defeats of the Ottoman Empire by the 

Austrians and their allies. “On the other hand, the example of Russia under Peter the Great 

suggested that a vigorous program of Westernization and Modernization might enable the 

2 The Tulip Era lasted from 1718 to the rebellion of Patrona Halil in 1730. This was a relatively peaceful period 
during which the Ottoman Empire began to turn towards Europe. The name of the period derives from the tulip 
craze among Ottoman court society. 
3 Fatma Müge Göçek, Rise of the bourgeoise, Demise of the Empire:Ottoman Westernization and Social Change. 
New York: Oxford UP, 1996, p. 4. 
4 Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, London: Oxford UP, 1961, p. 45. 



20 
 

Empire to throw off its weakness and once again become the terror of its enemies”.5 Thus the 

earliest Westernization efforts occurred in the military realm during the reign of Selim III who 

sought to modernize the army along European lines. These efforts were hampered by 

reactionary movements led partly by religious figures, but primarily by the Janissary6

 Alongside the newly established institutions, the formation of a system of public 

secular education was identified as a key objective. Selim III and Mahmut II had developed 

technical academies to train officers, administrators, engineers, doctors, and other 

professionals. It soon became clear that students needed better training in the essential areas 

of mathematics, science and foreign languages.

 corps. 

Selim's efforts to discard the Janissaries were unsuccessful, eventually costing him his throne 

and his life. In 1826 Mahmud II abolished the Janissary corps and instituted the modern 

Ottoman army known as “The Victorious Mohammedan Soldiers” (Asakir-i Mansure-i 

Muhammediye). Following the loss of the Ottoman Vilayet of Greece after the Battle of 

Navarino against the combined British-French-Russian fleets in 1827, Mahmud II gave top 

priority to rebuilding a strong Ottoman naval force.  

7 There was a growing appreciation for a more 

secular approach to education, not only for the military and governmental realms, but also for 

the range of professions and institutions that make up civil society. “Ottoman reformers 

regarded the basic aim of a modern school system not merely in practical terms, but also from 

the political (to create patriotic sentiments), cultural, as well as from the economic (to 

increase the industrial and artisanal production) points of views. Such an at least “ideally” 

comprehensive outlook is indicative for the civil character of the school system envisaged by 

Ottoman bureaucrats”.8

 

  

2.2 Ottoman public education before and during Tanzimat  

 During the 18th century, the weakening of central government exacerbated the 

tendency of the Ottoman state to rely on Islamic orthodoxy as a source of political 

legitimation.9 Both Selim III and Mahmud II passed decrees emphasizing religious firmness.10

                                                           
5 Ibid. 

 

Somel argues that in the early Mahmudian era, religious education was used as a means of 

6 The Janissaries were infantry units that formed the Ottoman sultan's household troops and bodyguard. The 
force originated in the 14th century; it was abolished by Sultan Mahmud II in 1826. 
7 Stanford J.Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, New 
York: Cambridge UP, 1977, p. 106. 
8 Selçuk Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire 1839-1908 Islamisation, 
Autocracy and Discipline, Leiden: Brill, p. 30. 
9 Ibid., pp. 24-25. 
10 Ibid. 
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political control. He concludes that the decree (ferman) on compulsory religious education, 

dated 1824-1825, may be considered as part of the policy of social discipline.11 The ferman 

stated that at the level of the traditional Koran Schools, compulsory public education must be 

introduced in Istanbul and its vicinity, in order to strengthen religious knowledge among the 

population. Although Somel accepts that the ferman may have been a reflection of ulema12 

opinion or that the sultan sought the expansion of literacy through the teaching of religious 

discourse, this decree certainly indicates that, “in contrast to the conventional historiography, 

Islam as a culture and institution was not viewed by the early Tanzimat reformers as a 

hindrance or burden to overcome”.13 Indeed, in this early phase, the ruling elites could 

probably only conceive of primary education as part of the larger project of religious 

education. Until 1856, there was state support for the increase in the number of traditional 

Koran schools, a fact which helps to explain “why an efficient educational administration was 

never tried to be set up before 1856, why early government schools had a clearly professional 

character, or why the issue of education was never touched upon in the reform edict of 

1839”.14

 In the Ottoman Empire, traditional sibyan/ibtidai schools, which lasted for four years, 

were considered to be the primary level of education where pupils were taught reading, 

writing, which taught how to read and write and the main teachings of Islam. While some 

sibyan schools were exclusively for boys or girls, there were also sibyan schools that offered 

mixed-sex education. These schools were generally established near the mosques of every 

district. After the sibyan schooling, pupils could either go on to study in medreses or enter 

directly into work. Medreses offered education in today’s high school and university level 

which raised the needed statesmen, scholar, judges, doctors and the like for the Empire. The 

teachers at sibyan schools ordinarily had to be graduates of medreses. Since women were not 

accepted to the medreses, it was common for those who wanted to pursue further education to 

take private lessons in desired subjects.  

 

 During the reign of Mahmud II, another level of school was added to the sibyan 

schools; originally called sinif-i sani, these were later renamed rüşdiye schools. It was not 

until 1848 that these schools came into being which lasted for different time of periods in 

different times: for four years when it was established, six years after the opening of 

                                                           
11 Ibid., p. 25. 
12 Ulema refers to the educated class of Muslim legal scholars engaged in the several fields of Islamic studies. 
13 Selçuk Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire 1839-1908 Islamisation, 
Autocracy and Discipline, Leiden: Brill, p. 25. 
14 Ibid., p. 3. 
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Darulmaarif15, five years in 1863, four years in 1869 and then shortened for a period of three 

years with the arrangements in 1892.16

 In 1845, one other level of school, idadis, was established as a preparatory for young 

boys who wanted to attend the War Academy in Istanbul. Mehmedoğlu asserts that by 

contemporary standards, these schools would fall somewhere between rüşdiyes and 

professional schools.

 The aim of rüşdiyes was to provide an intensive 

educational experience that built upon the education given in sibyan schools. The specific 

objective was to produce civil servants who not only mastered religious knowledge, but also 

practical and secular knowledge of various subjects. When first established, these schools 

only offered courses in the Koran, Arabic, accountancy, geometry and writing. After 1869, the 

number of courses increased dramatically and included foreign language options. However, 

because of shortages of funding and trained personnel, fewer than sixty new schools opened 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. Until 1859, there was no educational institution 

for girls above the level of sibyan schools. In 1859, rüşdiyes for girls were finally established, 

with the first one located in Sultanahmet, Istanbul. 

17

 Until 1839 and Tanzimat, there is no known document addressing the need to reform 

public education. However, following the Tanzimat, there was a growing tendency to abandon 

traditional approaches and to create new institutions in the educational field.

 After 1863, in these schools French as a foreign language was 

introduced from 1863 onwards and the curriculum was geared to preparing boys for military 

careers. 

18 In 1846, before 

the Reform Edict, a “Council of Public Education” (Meclis-i Maarif-i Umimiye) had been 

formed to act as a permanent, central body for the consideration of educational issues. In the 

same year, a “Directorate of Public Schools” (Mekatib-i Umumiye Nezareti) had been formed 

in order to add an additional executive body to supervise the various reforms. In 1857, after 

the Reform Edict, the “Ministry of Public Education” (Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti) was 

founded and empowered to establish an Empire-wide school system.19

The medrese served as a basis of ulema power, taught traditional subjects in traditional 

 

                                                           
15 Darülmaarif was designed as a higher-level institution that lasted for three years and prepared students for 
Darülfunun (todays University level education). It was established in 1850 and it was under the network of 
government secondary schools. 
16 Yurdagül Mehmedoğlu, Tanzimat Sonrasında Okullarda Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Schools in the 
Aftermath of the Tanzimat]. Istanbul: Marmara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi, 2001, p. 134. 
17 Ibid., p. 138. 
18 For a thorough study of religious education during Tanzimat, see: Zengin, Zeki Salih. Tanzimat Dönemi 
Osmanlı Örgün Eğitim Kurumlarında Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi, 1839-1876 [Religion education and instruction 
in the formal education institutions during the Tanzimat]. Ankara: MEB, 2006. 
19 Selçuk Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire 1839-1908 Islamisation, 
Autocracy and Discipline, Leiden: Brill, p. 43. 
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ways, and continued to monopolize elementary education for Muslims. Their graduates were 

not adequately prepared for the new technical education. The solution was to establish a 

secular elementary school system.20 As Tanzimat bureaucrats began to press for a secularized 

system of education, the ulemas began to lose influence over policy decisions relating to 

Islamic primary education.21

In this context, the Reform Edict of 1856 (Islahat Fermanı) takes on an added 

importance for Ottoman public education. The Reform Edict was followed by a series of 

reforms that led to the passage of the “Regulation of Public Education” (Maarif-i Umumiye 

Nizamnamesi) in 1869.

 As a result, both formal and vocational educational institutions 

began to take priority over medreses.  

22 The Reform Edict stated that previous reforms were to be applied to 

all subjects of the Empire, without distinction of class or religion, for the security of their 

persons and property and the preservation of their honor. In the educational realm, this meant 

that all subjects of the Empire must have equal opportunity to be admitted to Ottoman civil 

and military schools. In addition, the Edict proclaimed the right of every recognized religious 

community to establish its own schools, provided that these schools operate under state 

supervision. 

Thereafter, moves to establish a modern school system accelerated, with the 

development of state education, including non-Muslim schools, under better-coordinated 

government control.

  

23 In 1856, the “Mixed Educational Council” (Meclis- i Muhtelif-i Maarif) 

was founded—again as a result of the Reform Edict—in order to enable non-Muslim 

communities to open their own schools. This body was composed of Muslim and non-Muslim 

representatives (six members: one Muslim, one Greek Orthodox, one Gregorian Armenian, 

one Catholic, one Protestant and one Jew), and had the authority to determine the quality of 

schools, the curricula and the selection of instructors.24  In relation to this development and as 

I have already noted, the Council of Public Education organized Ottoman education into three 

levels. At the level of primary education (sibyan schools) the language of instruction was 

determined as the language of the community.25

                                                           
20 Stanford J.Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History o the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, New 
York: Cambridge UP, 1977, p. 106. 

 The curricula should consist primarily of 

religious subjects, with Muslims and non-Muslims taught separately during the period of 

21 Selçuk Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire 1839-1908 Islamisation, 
Autocracy and Discipline, Leiden: Brill, p. 15. 
22 Ibid., p .42. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., p. 44. 
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primary education.26 At the secondary, rüşdiye level, the language of instruction was Ottoman 

Turkish, since graduates of rüşdiye schools were seen as potential civil servants.27 Finally at 

the tertiary level, consisting of professional schools, the language of instruction should be in 

keeping with the requirements of specific fields or professions. Schools at the secondary and 

tertiary levels would accommodate students from the different religious groups.28

 It is clear that the Reform Edict and these various related developments reflected the 

Ottomanist policy to consider non-Muslims as users of government schools and to integrate 

non-Muslim, foreign and Muslim schools into a legal framework. Moreover, such moves 

should work to weaken the social barriers between religious communities.

  

29 The Reform Edict 

of 1856 played an essential role in this process, forcing Ottoman bureaucrats to take more 

decisive steps to reform the Koran schools.30 Between 1838 and 1869, early reforms were 

achieved on a piecemeal basis, without taking into consideration larger administrative, 

financial and professional questions. However, the Regulation of Public Education, which will 

be examined in the next section, provided a legal and institutional framework for Ottoman 

public education, which lasted until the Young Turk period.31

 

 Despite uncertainties as to how 

the act should be applied, the 1869 decree promoted secular knowledge and worked to 

integrate state, private, non-Muslim and foreign schools within a cohesive legal framework.  

2.2.1 1869 Regulation of Public education    
 The ruling political cadre led by Ali Pasha and Fuad Pasha32, strongly favored the 

Westernization of the Empire. The government actively promoted a policy of ‘Ottomanism’ as 

a means of keeping the population of this multi-ethnic Empire together. An important outcome 

of this strong will shows itself in the Regulation of 1869 which is a significant step in the 

secularization of education. Specifically identified as a “Regulation of Public Education” 

(Maarif-i umumiye Nizamnamesi), it was circulated on 1st

 According to this decree (Nizamname), every Ottoman citizen was henceforth to be 

educated according to a common curriculum promoting “Ottomanism”, setting aside religious 

 September 1869 in the surveillance 

of Saffet Pasa and was prepared under the instruction of French Minister of Education, Jean 

Victor Duruy.  

                                                           
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., p. 49. 
31 Ibid., p. 51. 
32 Ali Pasha and Fuat Pasha were the most famous Tanzimat Pashas who pursued program of westernization, 
secularization and the expansion of Ottomanism, especially in the years between 1867 and 1871. 
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and denominational differences. Education was to be based upon this ideal, in a concerted 

effort to counter rising nationalisms and preserve the Empire from disintegration. The motto 

for Ottomanism was “Ittihad-i Anasır” (‘Union of the peoples’ or ‘Unity of ethnic elements’) 

which corresponded to the prevailing political view that all ethnic groups should be regarded 

as equal citizens. 

 In order to achieve this through education, the decree called for religious instruction to 

be retained only at the sibyan33 and rüşdiye levels, together which formed the first eight years 

of education. In every village or neighborhood of more than one hundred households, sibyan 

and rüşdiye schools for Muslims and non-Muslims were to be established in order to offer 

children religious education from their own religious authorities.34 Because primary education 

in these schools maintained religious instruction at its core, the creation of separate schools 

for Muslims and non-Muslims was seen as the best solution at the time. Another provision of 

the decree stated that the teachers for all rüşdiyes were to be trained in Darulmuallimin, an 

institution established for teacher training for public schools, including the non-Muslim 

teacher candidates. After attendance at rüşdiyes, all students regardless of their religious 

background could go to idadiyes or Sultaniyes35 where there were few religious courses.36 

These schools were deliberately designed to be places where both Muslims and non-Muslims 

could be educated, thereby meeting the objective of the Reform Edict to bring equality 

between the ethnic groups of the Empire. The Regulation also made provisions for separate 

schools for girls.37 For example, teacher training schools for girls were established, and in 

villages of more than five hundred households, Muslim or Christian rüşdiyes for girls might 

be established, depending on the religious demography of the location.38 During the reign of 

Sultan Abdulhamit that followed, the network of primary and secondary schools spread 

rapidly. Two sultaniye schools were established, both in the capital: one in the old palace 

school of Galatasaray in 1868 and one in the Aksaray district in 1873, the Darussafaka for 

Muslim orphans.39

                                                           
33 Sibyan schools constituted the first four years of rüşdiyes and were therefore seen as the first level of 
education before it was incorporated into the rüşdiye system. 

 More than any other legislation, the 1869 decree revealed a gradual shift 

34 Yurdagül Mehmedoğlu, Tanzimat Sonrasında Okullarda Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Schools in the 
Aftermath of the Tanzimat]. Istanbul: Marmara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi, 2001, p. 130. 
35 See footnote 38 in Chapter 1. 
36 Zeki Salih Zengin. Tanzimat Dönemi Osmanlı Örgün Eğitim Kurumlarında Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi, 1839-
1876 [Religion education and instruction in the formal education institutions during the Tanzimat]. Ankara: 
MEB, 2006, p. 73.  
37 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, pp. 62-63. 
38 Hasan Ali Koçer, Türkiye’de Modern Eğitimin Doğuşu ve Gelişimi, 1773-1923 [The Birth and the Growth of 
Modern Education in Turkey, 1773-1923]. 2nd ed. Istanbul: MEB, 1991, p. 93. 
39 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, pp. 62-63. 
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toward the secularization of primary education, with schools increasingly supervised by the 

government.40 Somel asserts that this regulation is best seen not merely as a legal document, 

but as an educational project reflecting the complex political views of the Tanzimat 

bureaucrats, as well as the currency of French educational ideas.41

  

 

2.2.2 The spirit of Tanzimat: an ideal Ottoman ‘citizen’ 

 In this section, I set out the main characteristics of Ottoman Public Education and the 

education of Greek, Jewish and Armenian children in their religious communities. I argue that 

following Tanzimat, there was a tendency to abandon traditional curricula in the face of 

growing demands for knowledge of Europe and in particular, European developments in the 

fields of science and technology. I also argue that efforts to modernize education must be seen 

in the larger context of centralization and the attempt to monitor and control religious 

community schools and the non-Muslim population in general.  

Ottomanism was the dominant ideology of this era and had profound effects on the 

education system. Informed by an orientalist mode of thinking, the Ottoman intelligentsia 

sought to promote a new understanding of ‘citizenship’ based on its European republican 

conceptualization, and to seed this understanding in the new education system. However, this 

was a failed project and the result was an increase in ethnic and social segregation.  

In his article ‘Citizenship After Orientalism’, Işın warns against the dangers of limiting 

the ‘analysis of citizenship in the Ottoman Empire to only those moments when ‘it’ was 

imported from Europe during Westernization and Europeanization.42 He argues that one 

should not approach Ottoman citizenship with an already-defined and understood notion of 

citizenship and look for its traces, development and emergence.43 This he says, clearly 

converges toward an orientalist modes of thought that grant the existence of citizenship only 

on condition of being found in a particular form in the occident.44

                                                           
40 Ibid., p. 4. 

 While asserting these he 

also warns against making claims about the existence of citizenship in the Ottoman Empire 

defined by a series of presences and argues that it is rather problematic to have in mind a 

nostalgic Ottoman citizenship that through its millet system accommodated and recognized 

41 Ibid., p. 86. 
42 Engin F.Işın, Işın, Engin F. “Citizenship After Orientalism, Ottoman Citizenship”. Challenges to Citizenship in 
a Globalizing World: European Questions and Turkish Experiences. Eds. Fuat Keyman and Ahmet İçduygu. 
London: Routledge, 2005, p. 42. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., p. 43. 
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minorities and enabled certain autonomous institutions as an example of tolerance, etc.45 He 

argues that “it is both anachronistic and dangerous to create an Ottoman Empire that is 

somehow more authentic and originary than Europe by using the contemporary language of 

European sociology and thought.”46 Işın’s approach to the problem of Ottoman citizenship is 

to investigate it as a historical problem of otherness.47

Like Işın, I aim to avoid any overarching narrative of citizenship that begins with the 

self-conscious Westernization of the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century and culminates in 

the Turkish Republic in the 20th. However, recent research suggests that it was during this era 

that western European notions of republican citizenship began to circulate in military and 

intellectual circles, notably in the Young Ottoman and Young Turks movements. Therefore, it 

is clear that during this period, the debates on ‘citizenship’ tended to incorporate various 

orientalist assumptions from the start. Although a detailed history of ‘citizenship’ in the 

Ottoman context is beyond the scope of this project, it is nonetheless important to take note of 

the evolution of orientalist notions of  ‘citizenship’ and how the changing meaning of the term 

impacted upon education policies. 

 

Most studies of the period treat the 1839 Tanzimat Edict and the 1856 Reform Edict 

together, citing them as the first legal steps towards the creation of a “community of citizens” 

guaranteeing the security of life, honour and property of Muslims and non-Muslims on equal 

terms.48 In fact, the creation of a community of citizens who are equal before the law and 

equal in representation was rooted in a series of new regulations, including the 1851 Ceza 

Kanunnamesi (Penal Law), the 1871 İdare-i Umumiye Vilayet Nizamnamesi (Vilayet 

Administration law of 1871) and in 1879, the Dersaadet ve Vilayet Belediye Kanunu 

(Dersaadet and Provinces Municipality Law).49 The Tabbiyet-i Osmaniye Kanunnamesi 

(Nationality Law, 1869) is generally treated as the legislative act that created a common 

Ottoman citizenship irrespective of religious and ethnic divisions. Yet according to Üstel, the 

law was passed as a means of reducing the numbers of non-Muslims who took on foreign 

nationalities in order to benefit from capitulations.50

                                                           
45 Ibid., p. 32. 

 Thus it was a reactionary law that did not 

actually point the way to new formulations of ‘citizenship’. In fact, it was the Kanun-i Esasi 

46 Ibid., p. 33. 
47 Ibid., p. 44. 
48 Ayhan Kaya and Turgut Tarhanlı, eds, Türkiye’de Azınlık ve Çoğunluk Politikaları  AB Sürecinde  Yurttaşlık 
Tartışmaları [Minority and Majority Policies in Turkey: the Discussions about Citizenship in the EU Process]. 
Istanbul: TESEV, 2006, p. 33. 
49 Füsun Üstel, Makbul Vatandaş’ın Peşinde, II.Meşrutiyet’ten Bugüne Vatandaşlık Eğitimi, [In Search of the 
Good Citizen, Citizenship Education from II.Meşrutiyet to Today]. Istanbul: İletişim, 2004, p. 25. 
50 Ibid. 
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(1876) that introduced the most comprehensive regulations with respect to the rights of 

Ottoman nationals. The decree states that ‘All citizens of the Ottoman State are called 

Ottomans regardless of their religion and denominations’.51 According to Üstel, the decree’s 

emphasis on the individual in fact determined the quality of the social contract. After this 

point, Ottoman conceptions of citizenship were caught between modern republican 

conception of citizenship and the actual/lived experience of ‘belonging’, which was still 

communitarian (cemaatçi) in nature.52 Indeed, this dualist conception persisted for some time, 

acting as a barrier to the ‘constitutional citizenship’ desired by Ottoman elites.53 
 Before these developments, Islamic law largely defined the relation between citizen 

and state. The concept of ‘tabiiyet’, which translates into ‘citizenship’ in modern Turkish, but 

connotes a sense of ‘belonging’ rather than a Western view of citizenship, was based on the 

premise that people could change their tabiiyets through free-will and can be analyzed in two 

groups: Muslims and non-Muslims. Moreover, in Islamic literature, the world has been 

divided between the world of Islam (daru'l Islam) and the rest (daru'l harp). Because it is 

religious belief which determines the quality of the relation between the person and the state, 

a Muslim, whether he lives in daru'l Islam or daru'l harp, is considered to be from the ‘tebaa’ 

of the Islamic state.54

In Muslim law and practice, the relationship between the Muslim state and the non-

Muslim communities to which it extended its tolerance and protection, was conceived as 

regulated by a pact called dhimma. Those benefiting from this pact were known as ahl al-

dhimma (people of the pact), or more concisely, dhimmis.

  

55 A dhimma is a non-Muslim 

subject of a state governed in accordance with Islamic law. The term connotes an obligation of 

the state to protect the individual, including the individual's life, property, and freedom of 

religion and worship, in exchange for "subservience and loyalty to the Muslim order", and a 

poll tax known as the cizye.56 There are two further categories that define the relation between 

the Ottoman state and its inhabitants: mustemens and harbis.57

                                                           
51 Ibid. 

 However, as Rodrigue argues 

52 Ibid., p. 27. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Cihan Osmanoğlu, Tanzimat Dönemi Itibarıyla Osmanlı Tabiiyyetinin (Vatandaşlığının) Gelişimi [The 
Development of the Concept of Ottoman Citizenship starting from Tanzimat]. Istanbul: Legal, 2004, p. 83. 
55 Benjamin Braude, “Foundation Myths of the Millet System.” Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The 
Functioning of a Plural Society. Eds. Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis. Vol. 1. New York: Holmes and 
Meier, 1982, p. 71. 
56 Taner Akçam, A Shameful Act: The Armenian Genocide and the Question of Turkish Responsibility. Trans. 
Zoryan Inst. New York: Metropolitan, 2006, p. 23. 
57 Mustemens were also non-Muslim foreigners who lived temporarily in the dominion of Islam as eman, in other 
words, on condition that they submit to canonical law, to engage in activities such as commerce. These 
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any analysis of the Ottoman treatment of non-Muslim groups requires moving away from the 

rather essentialist view of dhimma and the implicit assumption that because Islam treats non-

Muslims according to the stipulations of the dhimma, then the Ottoman Empire, as an Islamic 

state, continued to follow these stipulations in exactly the same way.58 Although these 

concepts provided a framework for dealing with non-Muslims, there was also a day-to-day 

reality in which this discursive paradigm was continuously molded and shaped.59

 Alongside the Muslim millet, the main millets were the Greek Orthodox, Jewish, 

Armenian and Syrian Orthodox communities. However, other millets were created in the 

nineteenth century for several Uniate and Protestant Christian communities. Before World 

War One, the number of millets reached seventeen. According to Göçek, as the Ottoman state 

organized the Greeks, Armenians, and Jews around their own patriarchates and rabbinate in 

Constantinople, the character of these communities transformed.

 

60 Göçek found that the 

Ottoman demarcation of religious communities, which was based on Islamic principles, 

translated into social practice as these communities endured and reproduced themselves 

within Ottoman society.61

 In sum, the growth of nationalism during this period put pressure on Ottomanism and 

the Empire. In particular, the presence of non-Muslim ethnicities and identities began to 

reveal itself more strongly, impacting on local and state discourses and practices. The creation 

of minority communities through the structured millets brought perhaps the greatest hindrance 

to the institution of a modern republican concept of citizenship. 

 In the process of reproduction, the members of each community 

acquired a cognitive sense of their difference in relation to the other communities and to the 

Muslims (thus perceiving themselves, and being perceived, as a minority group. 

 

2.2.3 Attaining Ottomanism through education 

 As stated above, the changing conception of citizenship in the Ottoman Empire was to 

be consolidated by the promotion of a new kind of education. The Ottoman state passed a 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
foreigners were called mustemen, 'under protection', and they enjoyed the legal status of the zimmi as long as 
they did not commit treachery or disturb public order. (Cihan Osmanoğlu, Tanzimat Dönemi Itibarıyla Osmanlı 
Tabiiyyetinin (Vatandaşlığının) Gelişimi [The Development of the Concept of Ottoman Citizenship starting from 
Tanzimat]. Istanbul: Legal, 2004, p. 87.) Harbis referred to non-Muslims  who do not live under Muslim rule, as 
opposed to a zimmi. The Harbi is the inhabitant of the daru'l harb. A harbi has no rights, not even the right to live 
and if a harbi wants to enter the territory of Islam (daru’l-islam), he needs a safe conduct called aman (Ibid., p. 
88.) 
58 Nancy Reynolds. Interview with Arond Rodrigue. “Difference and Tolerance in the Ottoman Empire.” 
Stanford Electronic Humanities Review 5.1 (Spring 1996). Web 
59 Ibid, p.1. 
60 Fatma Müge Göçek, “Ethnic Segmentation, Western Education, and Political Outcomes: Nineteenth-Century 
Ottoman Society.” Poetics Today 14.3 (Fall 1993), p. 514. 
61 Ibid. 
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series of decrees intended to integrate minorities into government service and the education 

system. However, very contrary to what was seen as the solution for the complete dissolution 

of the empire into different ethnic polities, namely the Western style education and 

reformation of the schools, brought further segmentation.  
 As a result of nineteenth century changes in education policy, there were now four 

types of school in the Empire. The first included the traditional Islamic schools, sibyan 

schools, and the hierarchy of medreses, which taught the traditional curriculum of Islamic 

sciences. The second type consisted of the secular state schools created during Tanzimat and 

extended during the reign of Sultan Abdulhamit II (1876-1909). Although they did not offer 

high quality education, it was from these schools that the reforming cadres emerged, and 

eventually founded the Turkish Republic. The third type was the schools founded and funded 

by the millets. Finally, there were schools run by foreign Catholic and Protestant missions and 

by the Jewish Alliance Israelite Universelle; these schools were attended by small, but 

increasing numbers of Muslim children too. This was a complex and fragmented provision of 

education, and as Zurcher has convincingly argued, it “was not an educational system 

designed to stimulate a feeling of national solidarity or even a common identity among the 

literate elite of the empire”.62

 First of all, the educational institutions sponsored by the state had difficulties in 

retaining minority enrollment. Although policymakers actively promoted mixed education, it 

was never fully achieved. Zengin notes that religious minorities were reluctant to send their 

children to Ottoman public schools; most preferred their own minority schools or the option 

of sending children abroad for education.

 

63 Shaw also asserts that non-Muslims often refused 

the new equality that was being offered, preferring to remain in their millet schools while 

complaining to their foreign protectors about the Tanzimat's failure to do more for them.64 

Moreover, minority leaders disliked and often actively resisted the new reforms aimed at 

centralizing education.65

 Secondly, the schools established by the Ottoman state differed from those established 

by Ottoman minorities and Western powers, creating inconsistent types of students who 

“interpreted and applied their acquired knowledge differently separately seeking solutions to 

   

                                                           
62 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 63. 
63 Zeki Salih Zengin, Tanzimat Dönemi Osmanlı Örgün Eğitim Kurumlarında Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi, 1839-
1876 [Religion education and instruction in the formal education institutions during the Tanzimat]. Ankara: 
MEB, 2006, p. 67. 
64 Stanford J.Shaw & Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, New 
York: Cambridge UP, 1977, p. 112. 
65 Cihan Osmanoğlu, Tanzimat Dönemi Itibarıyla Osmanlı Tabiiyyetinin (Vatandaşlığının) Gelişimi [The 
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the common problematic of the future direction of Ottoman social transformation”.66

 Göçek argues that Western-styled education typically entailed the analysis of history 

and culture in terms of the separate origins of different social groups.

 

67 Hence, the Ottoman 

students could not avoid an assessment of where they stood in their respective contexts. The 

Ottoman religious minorities must therefore have become more conscious, through Western 

education, of their minority status subordination, their limited access to social resources, and 

the structural imbalances in their relations with the larger Ottoman society at large. They were 

also undoubtedly made aware of their “separateness”, of their ethnic status, shared culture, 

heritage, and identity. The adoption of Western values took on an increasingly politicized 

ethnic form as the Ottoman minorities aspired to greater legal recognition and rights. 

Moreover, when state attempts to incorporate the minorities into Ottoman polity failed, the 

minorities looked to their own communities for guidance and inspiration. They began to 

demand the right to self-determination, embracing ethnic identities which could potentially 

extend beyond Ottoman societal and cultural boundaries.”68

 

 In sum, while Enlightenment 

ideas provided incentives to reform the Ottoman state, those same ideas empowered 

minorities to expand their communal identities into broader and more politically charged 

discourses.  

2.3 Non-Muslim and Alevi education before and during Tanzimat 
 

 During this period millet schools existed throughout Anatolia and the members of 

millets opened them wherever they were considered to be sociologically and strategically 

necessary. Thus while Armenians gave weight to the Eastern part of Anatolia, Greeks worked 

in Istanbul, Izmir and and the Black Sea region and Jews placed importance in Istanbul, 

Beirut and Jerusalem. The related non-Muslim communities controlled millet schools. 

Thus far, we have only examined developments relating to the Ottoman Public 

Education system. However, to gain a complete picture of in the Empire, it is important to 

scrutinize the education of non-Muslims in their own millets and to consider how their 

education systems were influenced by socio-political developments inside and outside the 

Empire. In this context, it is also important to consider the foreign and missionary schools 

attended by many non-Muslim students. Because this thesis addresses the main religious 

groups, this section will treat the Jewish, Armenian and Greek millets respectively. 
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Patriarchates, churches and rabbinates opened and managed schools themselves or through 

sub-organizations completely outside the control of the Ottoman state.69 Those opened by the 

churches were generally elementary schools and managed by local communities. The 

secondary and higher schools were directly related to the patriarchates and rabbinates. It was 

common that every church used one of its rooms as a school. Besides benefactors, western 

countries and non-governmental organizations and the state itself, the sponsors of the schools 

included some Ottoman statesmen and even the Sultans.70 The supervision of the minority 

schools was neglected for a long time and it began only during Tanzimat. Before this period 

as there were no rules that governed the ways millet schools were supposed to work, they 

were independent as regards to employing teachers.71

In the middle of the nineteenth century, out of a total population of 15,339,000, there 

were approximately 150,000 Jews, 2,000,000 Greeks and 2,400,000 Armenians living within 

the Empire's borders.

 The teachers were mostly the priests of 

the churches controlling the schools. There were also some missionaries who worked as 

teachers. 

72

 

 Apart from these three millets, the situation of the Alevis is of crucial 

importance to this research. Finally, because the Alliance Israelite Universelle, a French 

educational organization, operated with the support of local elites, it can be considered in the 

context of Jewish education, rather than in the context of foreign and missionary schools.  

2.3.1 Jewish education 

 Traditional Jewish education consisted, first and foremost, of religious instruction. The 

aim of the elementary schools, known as meldars or Talmud Torahs, was to transmit 

knowledge of Hebrew and the sacred texts.  The relative poverty of these institutions meant 

that by the middle of the nineteenth century, the traditional Jewish school system was in 

decline.73

                                                           
69 Hidayet Vahapoğlu, Osmanlı’dan Günümüze Azınlık ve Yabancı Okulları [The Minority and foreign schools 
from Ottoman times to the present day]. Istanbul: MEB, 1997, p. 98. 

 According to Rodrigue, it is impossible to confirm the number of schools in 

Turkey’s Jewish communities before the introduction of European style institutions in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. However, we know that by 1958, there were 44 Jewish 

70 Ibid., p. 149. 
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schools in Istanbul (with 2552 students) and 3 Karaite74 schools (with 100 students).75

 In the middle of the nineteenth century, there were 150,000 Jews in the Empire, with 

the Judeo-Spanish communities of the Balkans and Western Asia Minor constituting about 

half of this population.

 

76 The consensus among scholars is that by this period, the Ottoman 

Jewish community was in economic and social decline. It had lost the distinction enjoyed in 

the sixteenth century, in the sphere of international trade and commerce. Western Jews, along 

with Jews in the Empire, saw that the acquisition of European languages were essential for 

success in both international and local markets. In the international context, access to 

Westernized education provided a means for Jews to re-establish economic links (with the 

West) that had been weakened during the previous two centuries.77

 By the 1850s, both the Western Jews and Francos (foreign Jews, mostly of Italian 

origin and long settled in major cities around the Mediterranean) were determined to reform 

education for all Ottoman Jews. In 1854, Albert Cohn, with the support of Abraham 

Comando, a wealthy Istanbul banker, and a group of Austrian Ashkenazi Jews raised 

sufficient funds to open Turkey’s first Jewish school. The Istanbul Hasköy School opened 

with seventy-six students in the same year, and offered instruction in European languages and 

secular subjects, as well as Hebrew and Turkish.

 

78 Along with general measures encouraging 

Westernization, the Reform Decree of 1856, with its stated directive to non-Muslim 

communities to reform their institutions, encouraged the reformers among the Jewish elite.79 

At the same time, the erosion of the traditional educational system irritated many rabbis 

whose main incomes were coming through these schools and the problems between the 

traditionalists and reformists severed by the end of 1862.  
 Although local Jews had prepared the way, Western Jews, most notably the Alliance 

Israelite Universelle, undertook the main work of Westernization in the domain of education. 

Established in 1860 in France, the Alliance aimed to raise the educational standards of 

“Eastern” Jews by means of French secular culture. The organizers believed that a more 

progressive education would improve the lot of Jews in the Ottoman Empire, bringing 

modernization and active citizenship.80

                                                           
74 Karaism is a Jewish movement characterized by the sole reliance on the Tanakh as scripture, and the rejection 
of oral law as a required religious practice.  

 The Alliance school program began as an elementary 

75 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews: The Alliance Israelite Universelle and the Politics of Jewish 
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76 Ibid., p. 25. 
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education, with the possibility of two additional (kindergarten) classes for younger children. 

Taught subjects included religious instruction, biblical history, Hebrew, written and spoken 

French, arithmetic, geography, history, the rudiments of physical and natural sciences. The 

girls' schools would also teach needlework. The language of instruction in all the schools was 

French. However this program gradually expanded, and often the four-year schools stretched 

to seven or eight years, attaining the level of junior high school.81 The teachers, referred to as 

“secular missionaries”, were all graduates of the Alliance teacher training school in France. In 

sum, the Alliance ethos was to combine the teaching of Judaism with processes of 

Westernization.82

 

 As these schools were mainly established during the Hamidian era, they will 

be examined in greater detail in later chapters. 

2.3.2 Armenian education before and during Tanzimat 

 Until the eighteenth century, there was no formal Armenian education system in the 

Ottoman Empire. The oldest known school, “Amlorti”, was founded at the beginning of the 

fifteenth century near Bitlis, a city in the southeast of Turkey today. At Amlorti, pupils were 

given instruction in theology, philosophy and logic. After 1710, the school was sometimes 

described as a university for its advanced studies in religion and science. Moreover, as 

Taşdemirci states, the graduates of this school would eventually open Armenian schools 

throughout the Empire.83 

 In the early 18th

 In 1790, Snokr Mugurduc and Amira Miricinyan established the first known Armenian 

millet school in Istanbul. A document (circulated by the Bishop of Kumkapı Church and the 

 century, educational institutions were directly linked to individuals 

who possessed power, and therefore, the ‘life cycle’ of each school tended to follow that of its 

patron or benefactor. For example, in 1706, Bishop Apraham turned his house in Üsküdar, 

Istanbul into a school providing religious education for young pupils. In 1710, Mihitar from 

Sivas gave lessons to the Armenian children of Beyoğlu, Istanbul. In 1715, Patriach Ohonnes 

Gölod, again in Üsküdar, opened a theology school for bishopry candidates. Under the 

tutelage of Patriarc Nalyan (1741-1745), a girl school was founded. Finally in 1752, Simon 

opened a school in a church in Balat, Istanbul. In these institutions, education was mainly 

religious, although the detailed curricula are not known. 
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teacher of Kumkapı School) states that during the Patriarch Ohannes Camasirciyan (1703-

1812), numerous millet schools were established in Istanbul.84

  After the Armenian Patriarchate issued a decree calling for more millet schools in 

Armenian communities, there were numerous new institutions founded in Istanbul and other 

regions of the Empire. According to a statistical study conducted by the Patriarchate, by 1834 

there were 120 Armenian millet schools distributed throughout the Empire, in cities such as 

Adapazarı, Izmit, Merzifon, Manisa, Bafra and Erzurum.

 

85 During the same period, at the 

Nersesyan school at Hasköy, Istanbul pupils were given education in Armenian, Turkish, 

French, Italian, and the sciences. By the middle of the century, Armenian leaders increasingly 

stressed the importance of learning French.86 This was due to the general reforms relating to 

Westernization and more specifically to increased interaction with the Western powers in 

trade and in various professional fields. In 1853, the communal leadership established a 

commission to supervise the Armenian education system. Under its influence, there was 

added emphasis placed on secular subjects in the school curricula, and French began to be 

taught as a second language in the upper levels of all elementary establishments.87 

 By the middle of the nineteenth century, the Medical School of the Empire was 

annually accepting forty students from the Armenian millet. In 1861, with growing numbers 

of Armenian students seeking to pursue further studies, Cemeran School, boarding school for 

Armenian Higher Education, was opened in Üsküdar, Istanbul.88 According to Ergin, the 

Tanzimat Decree was also influential in the expansion of Armenian education through 

opening up the way to higher education facilities.89 Especially the Armenian associations with 

the aim of helping schools, cultural activities were fostered in different places of Anatolia. By 

1871, there were eighteen schools for boys, thirteen for girls and seventeen mixed schools, all 

catering for an Armenian student population of six thousand students.90 

 In the 1830s, the Armenian newspapers were instrumental in setting the ideological 

parameters of Armenian nationalism. By the 1840s, there were regular calls for the Armenian 

nation to follow the examples of other enlightened nations.91
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Armenians were prosperous enough to send their children to Europe for religious and secular 

education. These Armenian students produced revolutionary discourse and activity, which 

intensified from the 1860s onwards. In 1863, they assisted in the creation of what is 

frequently known as the Armenian Constitution, a document hugely influential in developing 

a sense of national consciousness. The Constitution outlined and mandated the formation of a 

religious and political council and a National Assembly, under which an educational council 

also came into operation. The educational council worked to standardize the curriculum, the 

administration of exams, textbook preparation, and the award of diplomas.92 These 

developments furthered the transmission of nationalist sentiment and brought greater unity  to 

Armenians from different sects (Protestants and Catholics) and different regions.93

 

  

2.3.3 Greek education before and during Tanzimat 

 The Greeks were the first of the Ottoman Empire's subject peoples to secure 

recognition as an independent sovereign power. As the first explicitly nationalist revolution, 

the Greek revolution (1821-1832) provided a model for later nationalist struggles. However, 

the discourses of Greek national consciousness had earlier roots, most notably in education. 
 In the eighteenth century, an influential merchant class generated the wealth necessary 

to found schools and libraries, and to pay for young Greeks to attend the universities of 

Western Europe. These students came into contact with the radical ideas of the European 

Enlightenment and the French Revolution. Educated and influential members of the large 

Greek diaspora tried to transmit these ideas back to the Greeks, with the double aim of raising 

educational levels and strengthening national identity. It should be noted that the Greeks were 

the first non-Muslims to enjoy the benefits of publishing and teaching in their own language. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the ideas of the French Revolution changed the 

agenda of the Greek print media by drawing attention to secular issues. For example, there 

were debates about rights for Balkan Christians and about aspirations for an independent 

Greek nation, all of which helped to foster a Greek independence movement.94

                                                                                                                                                                                     
(2005), p. 128.  

 Achieved in 

1832, Greek independence served as an example for the Ottoman Armenians, who were also 

92 Henry Finnis Blosse Lynch, Armenia, Travels and Studies: Volume II: The Turkish Provinces. London: 
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allowed to use their language in the print media earlier than other groups.95 However, the 

newly established Greek state had a population of 800,000, three times smaller than the Greek 

population of the Ottoman Empire.96

 Greek education was provided by a number of schools scattered throughout the 

Ottoman Balkans, the most prominent being the princely academies of Bucharest, founded 

between 1678 and 1688, and Jassy, founded in 1707 to offer which provided religious 

education.

 The development of Ottoman Greek education was 

nonetheless heavily informed by Greek nationalism.  

97

 The Phanariot School, the oldest Greek school in Istanbul, was founded under the 

auspices of the Patriarchate. Here, pupils could study Greek, Philosophy, Theology, 

Mathematics and Physical Sciences. Some of the graduates of these schools would work in 

Greek churches and millet schools, while others found employment in the bureaucratic cadres 

of the Ottoman Empire. The Halki Seminary, operating next to a monastery, provided further 

educational opportunities for Greek students. 

 These schools did not advocate identification with the Ottoman state so much as 

a heightened student awareness of Greek heritage. 

 Roudometof notes that prior to 1750, education was predominantly religious in nature. 

After this period, there was increased commercial interaction between the Ottoman Empire 

and Western Europe, a change that facilitated the circulation of secular literature.98 Eighteenth 

century (Western Enlightenment) discourses brought a revival of interest in classical antiquity. 

These changes impacted strongly on the secularization of the Greek millet.99

  Greeks were often more active than Armenians in the educational field. Secular 

educational institutions such as the Izmir gymnasium, the Ayvalik and Kuruçeşme academies 

were already functioning in the first decades of the nineteenth century. The Kuruçeşme Greek 

School (Helleno Philosophical School) offered education in languages, literature and 

mathematics and was organized as a large complex, which included a hospital, an orphanage 

and a medical school.

  

100

 The education and literacy societies, the syllogoi, founded from 1861 on in all the 

major Greek centers of the Empire, embarked upon a major drive and founded or subsidized 
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hundreds of schools which dispensed a secular as well as a religious education in the early 

1870s.101 Istanbul alone had 105 Greek schools serving 15,000 students.102

 Besides the Greek millet schools, wealthy Greek families often sent their children to 

Italian and other European universities where it was possible to study more secular subjects 

such as medicine, languages and philosophy.

 By the end of the 

century, there were also a number of lycees teaching business skills and modern languages to 

Greek students. It was largely through these institutions that Greeks avoided further 

Ottomanization through education. Community leaders believed that education would 

encourage Greek students to identify with symbolic rituals and cultural traditions. In this way, 

the expansion of schooling worked to create greater cohesion in the community. 

103

 

 Upon their return, many of these educated 

students became active participants in Ottoman diplomacy. Increasingly, Greeks saw 

themselves as Greek first and Ottoman second. 

2.3.4 Foreign and missionary schools   
 Besides the millet and Ottoman Public schools, Armenians, Greeks and Jews could 

also attend foreign and missionary schools. The foreign schools were opened to meet the 

educational needs of the citizens of the western countries living in the Ottoman lands. 

Religious institutions like churches and missionary organizations patronized by different 

countries played the major role in opening those schools. Thus it was actually the foreign 

countries that were very influential in the management of these schools. The directors and 

teachers were appointed either by missionary organizations or by the countries they belonged 

to. Until the Education Regulation of 1869 the schools were never supervised by the state 

even though most of them were unlicensed and the attempts to supervise them in accordance 

with the Regulation ended in abject failure.104

Historically these educational institutions established by foreigners in the Ottoman 

Empire were made possible by a series of concessions granted to foreigners (imtiyaz-i 

ecnebiyye).

 

105
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Süleyman the Magnificent to the French King Francois I.106 In 1583, French Jesuits founded 

the first foreign missionary school to benefit from these privileges, locating it in the Church of 

St. Benoit in Galata.107 Thus, Catholics owned the initial schools. İhsanoğlu notes that 

whereas other Christian millet schools confined teaching to religious subjects, this new school 

belonging to Catholics offered instruction in mathematics, French, Greek, Latin and the 

liberal arts.108 There were two other schools resembling Saint Benoit: Saint George’s and 

Saint Louis Ecole des Enfants de langue, both founded in 1629. In the nineteenth century, 

there was a notable increase in the numbers of French schools: St. Pierre (1824), Notre Dame 

de Sion Girls Lycee (1839), Saint Joseph (1864), Saint Esprit (1871) and the Immaculee 

Conception or St. Marie School (1894). These missionary schools had established schools 

catering to over 87,000 students by 1909.109

 In 1819, Protestant missionaries from the United States began to travel to the Ottoman 

Empire. The goal of these missionaries was to bring about a religious ‘awakening’ through 

Bible teachings. Initially, they sought to convert Muslims to Protestantism. However, they 

soon turned their attention to the more achievable goal of working with Christian minority 

populations. The missionaries established primary, secondary and theological schools, as well 

as colleges, which were geared to the entrance requirements for American and European 

universities.

 

110 The first of these institutions was the Protestant Robert College, followed by 

colleges established in Harput, Beirut, Tarsus, Kayseri, Antep and numerous other provinces. 

Many Armenians and Greeks sent their children to these schools because the quality of 

education was considered to be higher than at the national institutions. However, some 

Armenian and Greek parents rejected the missionary schools on the grounds that they 

threatened minority communities and traditions. In the case of Armenians, there was a fear 

among church and communal leaders of the missionaries, which did not emphasize teaching 

of Armenian language, literature, or history and thus created a denationalizing effect.111

 “The ‘secularization’ movement which emerged in the nineteenth century in these 
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minority schools which had been pursuing a religious education was initiated at almost the 

same time as the modernization of the Ottoman education system”.112 The numbers of 

missionary schools increased dramatically during this period and they pursued programs 

similar to those adopted by Ottoman schools. This was certainly the case with respect to 

Galatasaray Sultanisi.113

  

 As became clear in the Hamidian era, these schools intentionally and 

sometimes unintentionally fostered anti-Ottoman political activity among non-Muslim 

subjects. In Syria and Beirut especially, they were influential in promoting Arab nationalism 

and separatism.  

2.3.5 Alevi education  
 Since Alevi communities are important to this research, it is necessary to examine 

briefly the Alevi social and religious position in Ottoman society. Unfortunately, non-Sunni 

Islamic communities are rarely cited specifically in historical documents. This is because the 

government did not officially acknowledge these communities. Alevis were not treated as a 

separate community, but were officially characterized as in a state of “ignorance” (cehalet) or 

as practicing corrupt beliefs (akaid-i faside). Somel argues that in the bureaucratic language 

of the Hamidian period, “to civilize” probably meant a “correction of the faith” into Sunni 

belief, “the inculcation of the notion of loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph and thus the 

acknowledgement of the Ottoman central power, and finally the learning of the Ottoman 

Turkish language”.114

 The name Alevi refers mainly to those populations in Anatolia and Syria that have 

displayed an allegiance to the fourth Caliph Ali ibn Abi Talib as strong as any allegiance 

shown to the Prophet Muhammed. In general, the Alevis refuse the political and religious 

legitimacy of the first three caliphs and do not recognize the legitimacy of the Umayyad and 

the Abbasid Caliphs. There are also differences between Alevi communities, manifested 

mainly through the localized beliefs and traditions associated with rural folklore, and the lack 

of an institutionalized, comprehensive system of education. The Anatolian Alevi communities, 

often referred to as “Kızılbaş”

 Thus Alevis were ‘named’ only in times of crisis, for example when the 

establishment of foreign schools raised the possibility of their Christianization. 

115
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speaking Kurdish or Zaza.116 Religious propaganda typically reviled the Alevis as immoral 

unbelievers “without Holy books”, (kitapsız), and therefore worse than Christians or Jews. 

They were forced to live at the edge of society and in remote regions. Kieser argues that 

without mosques, the villages inhabited by Alevis were clearly recognizable until Sultan 

Abdulhamid II and his successors constructed mosques for them.117

 The few official documents to openly name the Alevis reveal their relative isolation 

within the Ottoman political system. The government distrusted the loyalty of the Alevis of 

central Anatolia and Sivas. The increase in Armenian revolutionary agitation in Anatolia, 

together with Protestant missionary activities, induced the Sublime Porte to adopt special 

educational policies with the aim to “sunnify” the Alevis. However, the lack of written 

evidence prevents us tracking these policies in detail. 

 

 

2.4 Hamidian era (1876-1908) 

 During this period, state bureaucrats realized that Ottomanism was not going to hold 

the Empire together. Abdulhamid deliberately and consciously strove to create a uniform 

empire composed of preferably by Muslims who should be loyal to the sultan as khalif. I 

argue that in this period education policymakers were increasingly influenced by a feeling that 

the Empire was vulnerable and under attack from various quarters. Non-muslim and foreign 

schools were viewed as enemies of the Empire, and were monitored closely. The state 

redoubled its efforts to fund and build schools in which education was informed by 

Enlightenment notions of progress, but retained strong Islamic elements. 

 Abdulhamid’s accession to power brought renewed hope for equality. However, this 

excitement dissipated in a short time. Abdulhamid's reign (1876-1909) marked a serious 

reduction in the power and extent of the Empire that ended with his deposition. In 1876, 

Abdulhamid announced the advent of the new system of constitutional monarchy, called 

Meşrutiyet and the parliament it provided. The Parliament was to consist of two assemblies: 

the Chamber of Deputies, elected by a two-stage system and with non-Muslims making up 

half of its membership, and the Chamber of Notables (Senate) appointed by the Sultan. This 

proved to be short-lived arrangement. In 1878, Abdulhamid dissolved Parliament, using the 

Russo-Ottoman War as an excuse. He put into place an absolute monarchy that would last for 

three decades. 
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 The dominant trends of thought in the Hamidian period (1878-1908) were opposed to 

those of the Tanzimat. Lewis asserts that although traditionalism, apologetics, anti-

Westernism, and pan-Islamism had appeared before Abdulhamid took power, they were 

further consolidated after his arrival.118 In sum, the Hamidian period meant a renewed stress 

on Islam, while educational modernization continued to be promoted.119  
 Mehmed Said Pasha, the Grand Vezir of Abdulhamid, was a key figure in the Sultan’s 

reforms. In a lengthy preamble120, Said Pasha explains that education is necessary for the 

efficient conduct of public affairs, for the life of a civilized community, for defense against 

foreign enemies, and even for the management of Christian populations, whose minds are 

now being opened by education”.121

  As already noted, Hamidian education policies were influenced by a widespread 

feeling that the Empire was under attack. Fortna argues that in the field of education, the 

threat emanated from various competitors, including foreign missionaries, neighboring states, 

and indigenous minority groups. Unlike the countries of the West, where educational 

strategies were geared to regional homogenization and nation building, the Ottoman Empire, 

due to its weakened position, had to fight a double battle. On the one hand, policymakers 

worked to meet the demands of the modern age. On the other hand, they had to fend off a 

number of challenges—military, diplomatic, economic, ideological, and cultural—that most 

of their foreign counterparts did not face. 

 As educational reform was seen to be a prerequisite to all 

further improvements, the Hamidian regime made great efforts in this area. In addition to the 

existing schools, new ones were created, including schools of finance (1878), law (1878), fine 

arts (1879), commerce (1882), civil engineering (1884), veterinary science (1889), police 

(1891), customs (1892), and an improved new medical school (1898). In 1900, after a long 

period of preparation, Darulfunun (later known as the University of Istanbul), opened its 

gates. 

122

 Increasingly, foreign institutions were viewed as agencies where native children, 

Muslim as well as non-Muslim, were subjected to political indoctrination, which weakened 

 

                                                           
118 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Turkish Secularism. London: C. Hurst, 1998, p. 261. 
119 Benjamin C.Fortna, Imperial Classroom Islam, the State and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire, Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2002, p. 3. 
120 A good indication of Said Pasha’s ideas and policies can be obtained from the lengthy memorandum on the 
reforms needed by the empire, which, in accordance with what had become an established Ottoman custom, he 
submitted to the sultan in 1880. (Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, Oxford University.Press: 
London, 1961, pp. 179-180) 
121 Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, London: Oxford UP, 1961, p. 180. 
122 Benjamin C.Fortna, Imperial Classroom Islam, the State and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire, Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2002, p. 47. 



43 
 

loyalty to the state and the sultan.123 In fact, the regime’s fears were not unfounded because in 

those regions without sufficient numbers of public schools, Muslim children attended foreign 

or minority schools.124 In 1886, the Ministry of Education established a specific inspectorate 

to monitor non-Muslim and Foreign Schools. Despite these efforts, the desired degree of 

control over such schools was not attained and the number of foreign schools increased 

dramatically between the 1880s and 1890s.125

 The state redoubled its efforts to fund and build schools wherever possible, in keeping 

with the aims set out by the Education Regulation of 1869. The larger objective was to change 

education policies in a manner “informed by a very enlightenment notion of progress that 

relied heavily on Western European models but cut them with a strong dose of Ottoman and 

Islamic elements that were deemed capable of meliorating the deleterious side effects of 

Western influence.”

   

126 Thus education policy was based on Ottoman and Islamic tradition and 

on Western discourses of modernity. The process of combining these various elements altered 

each of them in distinct ways. As a result, the “secular curriculum was infused with large 

doses of religious content, while various aspects of the Islamic tradition were distilled to fit 

the curriculum and regimented life of the new schools.”127 The shaping of the public school 

curricula occurred gradually, according to the reforms of 1880, 1891-1892, 1901 and 1904.128

 As a result of these efforts, the number of Muslim students attending secondary 

schools increased fourfold to 33,469 students, during the period 1867 to 1895.

 

129 Yet despite 

this increase, more than twice as many non-Muslim students (76,359) attended secondary 

schools.130 Since the total Muslim population was three times that of the non-Muslim 

population, it follows that the ratio of educated non-Muslims to Muslims was six to one. In 

short, advances were made in the field of education, but they were insufficient. 131 
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schools in Rumelia and Anatolia.132 Although it put some pressure on non-Muslim schools, 

the edict was never fully implemented. Moreover, non-Muslim religious leaders, along with 

the European states and missionary groups, took a stand against Ottoman policy with respect 

to foreign and non-Muslim schools. Various European states began to give political support to 

different religious communities. The Russians gave support to the Orthodox Greek; the 

French and Germans supported the Catholic Armenians; and the British backed the Protestant 

Armenians. These alliances hindered state attempts to impose Turkish as the language of 

instruction in foreign and non-Muslim schools. Indeed, it was not until the Second 

Constitutional period that the state achieved a measure of success in this area.133

 The modifications made to the curriculum of the Galatasaray Lycee in 1877 provide 

perhaps the best example of how education policy changed after the Tanzimat era. Ali 

Suavi

 

134 altered the school's curriculum in a way that foreshadowed the broader changes that 

the Hamidian era would bring to the entire Ottoman education system.135

 Thus, it can be argued that Abdulhamid deliberately and consciously strove to create a 

uniform empire composed of Muslims who should be, as far as possible, united in their aims 

and loyalty to the sultan as khalif. According to Deringil, Abdulhamid’s efforts heightened the 

role of the state religion, which was the Hanefi school of Islamic jurisprudence.

 Alongside the 

‘European’ subjects, there were new courses added (for example, kalam, adab, insha, and 

fiqh) in order to give the Lycee a stronger Muslim foundation.  

136

 

 This had 

inevitable consequences for the heterodox branches of Islam, including the Alevi communities 

living in Anatolia. 

2.4.1 From Ottomanism to Islamism: changing dynamics of citizenship 

 The Tanzimat government strove to change the narrowly based, and segregated 

administrative apparatus into a broad political association based on a new popular 

foundation.137
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and local identities of Ottoman subjects. As already noted, local and specific expressions of 

minority difference were by no means subordinated to an overarching narrative of Ottoman 

identity.138

 According to Karpat, Islamism sought to counter the idea of the nation-state 

introduced under the Berlin Treaty. It also served as justification for the separation of various 

Christian entities in the Balkans from Europe.

  

139 In order to prevent further dissolutions of 

Muslim lands and to achieve unity among Ottoman Muslims, Abdulhamid adopted the 

ideology of Islamism after 1878. Regarding all the Muslims of the Empire as an ummet (from 

ummah or the universal religious community), the sultan tried to make them the political 

foundation of his state.”140 In addition, Islamism could be used to invoke the threat of cihad in 

order to prevent further interference in Ottoman domestic affairs on the pretext of protecting 

the “rights” of the other groups.141

 Karpat argues that Islamism supplied ideological content to Ottomanism, and the two 

became facets of a single ideology that bound Muslims together for a while. Accompanied by 

modern education and class differentiation, Ottomanism worked to stimulate the growth of 

regionalism and local culture, and as such, it also imparted a powerful ethno-linguistic bias to 

the Christian view of civilization. At the same time, it provided Ottoman political and 

intellectual elites “with a window through which to look at the historical origins of their state; 

thus they came to define it as the patrimony, not of the sultan, but of a new, rather vague 

ethnic type of millet (nation), which they claimed to represent, challenging therefore the 

sultan's authority.”

  

142

As stated above, Ottoman education policy during this reign was an attempt to 

safeguard the Empire's future. The students raised in this period were thought to be loyal to 

the state and possess strong Islamic values. From this perspective, we can say that Hamidian 

schooling ended in failure because these young students mounted the first organized 

opposition to the Sultan in 1889. In this year, a group of young students in the army medical 

school founded a secret committee, which would later become known as the İttihat ve Terakki 

Cemiyeti, (Committee of Union and Progress, C.U.P.) and which had as its express goal to 

restore constitution and parliament.

 

143
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institutions established by Abdulhamid. 

 

In 1908, the group openly rebelled against 

Abdulhamid’s rule and in doing so, enjoyed substantial support, especially among the Young 

Ottomans who were in exile. When he attempted a counter-revolution in April 1909, 

Abdulhamid was deposed and exiled to Salonika. Several political parties were formed 

following his departure, but in 1913, the Committee of Union and Progress seized power. 

Three army officers led this from the Young Turks movement: Enver Pasha, Mehmed Talat 

and Ahmed Cemal (1872-1922). These men supported the central powers during the First 

World War, but lost control when the Allies achieved victory in 1918. To sum up the central 

difference between the Tanzimat and Hamidian periods, we can see that the Tanzimat 

reformers tended to use citizenship as a means of integration, whereas Abdulhamid used faith. 

2.5 The education of Jews, Armenians, Rums and Alevis in the Hamidian era 
 In general terms, education grew rapidly during the reign of Abdulhamid, with the 

state taking a leading role in its development.  In 1895, out of a total population on 19 million 

(about 14 million Muslims and 5 million non-Muslims), 1.3 million were students, with a 

larger proportion of non-Muslims than Muslims attending school.144 In a period of heightened 

nationalism, the autonomy and independence of non-Muslim educational infrastructures 

increasingly met with suspicion and they were gradually eroded as a result of state 

intervention.145

 In order to gain greater control over non-Muslim schools, the government 

implemented two precautionary measures in 1881. The first was to make the schools 

financially dependent upon the state. The second was to police the schools closely.

 

146 The 

measures remained in place until the end of Abdulhamid's reign, although such efforts to 

safeguard the unity of the state had detrimental consequences for society. 
 A 1902 decree banned all Muslims from attending non-Muslim schools.147
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leadership of reformers and secularists, many of whom were teachers. If anything, the sense 

non-Muslim ethnic identity grew stronger and increasingly rivaled notions of Ottoman 

identity. In this context, Somel correctly argues that Ottoman bureaucrats failed to understand 

that a sense of religious belonging was more powerful than any allegiance to Ottoman 

governance.148

 

 It is also worth pointing out that in non-Muslim communities, there were 

tensions between the religious/traditional members who resisted secularization and cooperated 

with Ottoman officials and the reformers who saw the traditionalists as traitors to the 

nationalist cause. 

2.5.1 Jewish education 

 Between 1875 and 1882, a network of eleven Alliance schools was created, locating 

schools in different places throughout the Empire.149

 The late 1880s and the 1890s saw the emergence of the language question in Jewish 

education. In 1895, the state passed a decree making Turkish a compulsory course in all non-

Muslim schools. Turkish teachers, paid by the government, were assigned to these schools.

 In the late 1870s, the organization began 

to expand its network to cover the smaller communities. By the end of the century, the 

Alliance was no longer perceived as an external force imposed upon local communities, but as 

an integral part of Jewish communal existence.  

150

In fact, Turkish had been taught in the Alliance schools from the beginning. However, 

due to a lack of trained language teachers, it was taught rather badly. Some Alliance teachers 

supported this addition to Jewish education, believing that Armenians had advanced in the 

Ottoman administration because of their knowledge of Turkish. Other teachers were less 

enthusiastic, arguing that few students were interested in a career in the civil service. 

Nonetheless, these debates must be seen in the larger context of socio-political changes at the 

end of nineteenth century and the growing involvement of the state in local services and 

schooling. Although some Jewish children attended non-Jewish schools during the Hamidian 

era, the Alliance was the single most important force in Jewish education. Hamidian state 

involvement in Jewish educational provision was relatively restrained in comparison to 

Catholic and Protestant foreign and missionary schools. This is probably because there were 

strong links between the state and local Jewish communities. That said, after 1886, the 
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Alliance schools were regularly inspected along with all foreign schools. Textbooks were 

scrutinized and censored, and as the Hamidian regime grew more and more suspicious of all 

foreigners, censorship increased greatly and was a constant source of complaint by Alliance 

teachers.151

 

 

2.5.2. Armenian education  

 With the Ottoman constitution suspended during the Hamidian period, Armenian 

political parties began to develop. The Hnchakian Revolutionary Party formed in 1887 by 

seven Russian Armenian students in Geneva. This association clearly desired an immediate 

revolution and the independence of Ottoman Armenia. In the party’s first congress in 1892, 

the topic of education assumed paramount importance.152 The party called for the assistance 

“in every manner the intellectual progress of the people. Make education compulsory”.153

After the 1880s, the Armenian millet schools faced growing financial difficulties. 

Many Armenians opted out of the millet schools to attend missionary and foreign schools, as 

well as private schools such as “Ali Mekteb” in Galata, Istanbul or Eseyan School, established 

in 1895. Portugalyan, the prominent Armenian leader, founded a modern teacher training 

college in Anatolia in 1878, but the college was closed in 1881 by the state, on the grounds 

that it was providing military training to Armenian youths. Another lycee, also founded by 

Portugalyan, closed in 1885. After 1885, the Armenian ruling elite had almost no control over 

the schools in Anatolia and this caused divisions in the community, with the more radical 

teachers opposing any religious instruction in the classrooms.

 

Therefore, the framing ideology included mass education and knowledge attainment in 

providing freedom to the Armenians. 

154 However, by the end of the 

nineteenth century, substantial changes had been made to the religious curriculum. In 1897, 

the Education Council divided the curriculum into two branches: religious study of the 

Armenian Church and ethics. According to the Elias, the curricula of Armenian schools in this 

period were heavily influenced by Enlightenment ideas.155
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social ethics and responsibility to family, society, nation, land, and religion.156 In sum, 

although education was highly secularized when compared to preceding ages, the study of 

religion continued to find a place in Armenian schools.   
 Although some schools were abolished during the Hamidian period, others (especially 

those that retained traditional curricula) managed to survive. After 1890 however, government 

harassment of Armenian schools accelerated, stimulating Armenian student animosity towards 

the Ottoman state. By 1914 and the outbreak of the First World War, there were 2500 schools 

for Armenians, including the state, patriarchate, millets, and private schools.157

 

  

2.5.3. Greek education  
 During and after the Hamidian regime, the network of Greek schools spread rapidly. 

As early as the 1870s, the Greeks in Istanbul had 105 schools with 15,000 pupils.158 By 1912, 

the number of schools increased to 113.159 Wealthy Greek children could attend lycees that 

specialized in languages and business studies. The lycee in Kuruçeşme was supported by 

donations from wealthy Constantinopolitan Greeks (Polites). In 1890, a lycee (Zoğrafyan 

Rum Erkek Lisesi) for boys opened at Beyoğlu. Finally, a commercial college established in 

1892 enabled graduates to enter any European or Greek university without entrance 

examinations. In most of these Greek schools, the motivating ideal was the Helleno-Christian 

tradition. The curriculum was designed to transmit Hellenic heritage and the Orthodox faith to 

students.160 Until the Ottoman government made Turkish a required subject in 1895, the 

Greek schools offered little, if any, Turkish language studies. In fact, during the second half of 

nineteenth century, Ottoman Greek education relied heavily upon Greece. Those Ottoman 

Greeks who studied in Athens returned home eager to spread the ideas of Greek nationalism 

and Hellenic culture. Ottoman Greeks collectively participated in the development of 

educational, communal and welfare institutions, and not surprisingly, these activities mostly 

took place in Istanbul, since the “Ottoman capital continued to be the center par excellence of 

the Greek millet”.161
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2.5.4 Alevi education  

 During this period, there were Armenian revolutionary activities in Anatolia and 

Protestant missionary attempts to proselytize central Anatolian Alevis. These factors induced 

the Sublime Porte to pursue policies of ‘Sunnification’ aimed at the Alevis and other 

heterodox groups, such as the Yazidis. After 1850, the Protestant missionaries and Alevis 

enjoyed relatively good relations, causing Abdulhamid to fear the possibility of an Alevi-

Armenian alliance, which would destabilize the established system in Central and Eastern 

Anatolia.162 At this time, a missionary named George Nutting intervened on behalf of the 

Alevis. Nutting found that the Alevis were more disadvantaged than the Christian minorities 

and as a result, he called for an extension of the Reform Edict of 1856, thereby guaranteeing 

the Alevis the same protection given to the millets.163 In this context, Protestantism became an 

important source of ideological resistance, precisely because it had the potential to encourage 

an Alevi renaissance.164

 In 1891, the government founded a number of schools in the small district of Tokat, 

with the specific objective of converting Alevis to Sunnism. The village imams, who were to 

act as instructors, were compelled to attend local rüşdiye schools for training to teach 

Sunnism. For conversion of the population of the village of Mihaliccik, five Muslim scholars 

were appointed in 1899, with a monthly salary of 1000 kuruş. This was a high salary, 

indicating the government’s commitment to converting the central Anatolian Alevis to Sunni 

Islam.

 

165 The same assimilatory education policies were pursued in Dersim where Zaza and 

Kurdish speaking Alevis populated the area. Here, the Sublime Porte deployed a long-term 

strategy to proselytize the Dersim Alevis in order to gain their loyalty. As a part of this policy, 

free Korans and Sunni catechisms were distributed during the 1880s and 1890s. In the 1900s, 

the government sought to establish primary schools in the region.166

 

 

2.6 The Second Constitutional Period and Turkish nationalism (1908-1918) 

 The lack of a well-established ethnic identity among the Ottoman elites, together with 

their openness to contemporary civilization, facilitated the emergence of a composite identity 

that was called Turkish. I argue that this new expression of Turkish national identity had 
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important ramifications for education policy. Young Turks combined ethnic identification of 

‘Turkishness’ with older, Islamic interpretations of Ottomanism. As a result, non-Muslims 

were increasingly excluded from the emerging Turkish nation.   

 Early in the twentieth century, the Young Turks’ ascent to power brought expectations 

of peace in the Empire. The Young Turks, with their promises of equality for all inhabitants of 

the Empire, whether Christian, Jewish or Muslim, were initially greeted with rapture. This 

second constitutional regime lasted longer than the first, but it too ended in failure, bitterness, 

and disappointment. Although the constitution remained in force and elections were held, the 

regime degenerated into a kind of military oligarchy of the Young Turk leaders, which ended 

only with the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in 1918. 167

 The populist phase of Ottoman Islamism flourished between 1875 and 1878.

 
168 

However the war of 1877-78—with atrocities inflicted by the Orthodox Slavs and the danger 

of state disintegration—gave the Ottoman Muslims added self-awareness and an interest in 

new forms of sociopolitical organization.169 In fact, this interest preceded the war of 1877. As 

early as the 1850s, Ottoman governors had been engaged in a search for new organizational 

forms. These efforts effectively led to reevaluations of Ottoman history and to attempts to 

bolster the state with narratives of Ottoman ethnicity. According to historian Cevdet Pasha, 

Reşit and Fuat Pasha claimed that the Ottoman state rested on four pillars: Islam, the dynasty 

(which was Ottoman and embodied in the caliphate), the hükümet (government, the executive 

or administrative branch, which was Turkish), and the permanent capital of the state 

(Istanbul). This formulation appears in a variety of Ottoman documents. Indeed, Sultan 

Abdulhamid claimed that “the great Ottoman state was founded on faith, after Yavuz Selim 

absorbed the caliphate. But since the original state was established by Turks, in reality this is a 

Turkish state.”170

 In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Turkish language was used increasingly in 

communications between the center and the provinces. This added to the growing perception 

of the state as ‘Turkish’. In fact, rather than campaign for the use of Turkish per se, 

Abdulhamid hoped to increase administrative efficiency through the use of a single language. 

Turkish thus became the language of the state, higher education and the professions and as 

such, was associated with modernity and progress. 
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 Undoubtedly, the growing use of Turkish language helped to promote the vision of a 

coherent and modern Turkish identity. “The Young Turks took power swiftly, without at first 

realizing that they no longer governed over an empire of diverse ethno-religious groups, but 

over a conglomeration of emerging ethno-national groups”.171 “They knew that sooner or 

later, they would have to take charge of one of these, the Turks, -who by virtue of their 

geography, history and association with the early Ottoman state, could claim its legacy and so 

claim to be both the oldest and newest nation to emerge from this matrix”172

 During the second constitutional period, and indeed, up to the end of the Empire, 

public thinking about education was shaped by this newly emerging paradigm of Turkish 

nationhood. Between 1908 and 1913, Turkish nationalism was in the ascendant. However, 

Turkification, as a distinct program of nation building in the multiethnic Ottoman Empire, 

only occurred from 1913 until the end of World War I.

  

173

 Ülker notes that after Albanian independence, it was impossible to reconcile different 

interests and attain a unified empire through Ottomanist policy.

 

174 Moreover, Lewis argues 

that once in power, the Young Turks were divided between the two tendencies.175 The liberals 

favored a degree of decentralization and of some autonomous rights for religious and ethnic 

minorities; but the nationalists called for a strong central authority and Turkish domination. In 

time, this second view became more dominant, especially when the Young Turk cadres were 

confronted by a series of challenges from inside and outside the Empire.176

 Thereafter, the Young Turks pursued Turkification with greater enthusiasm. They 

introduced measures and policies designed to bring about cultural assimilation and 

geographical cohesion. In sum, the Young Turks combined new notions of Turkishness with 

the older, Islamic interpretations of Ottomanism. This had the problematic result of excluding 

non-Muslims from the emerging Turkish nation, while at the same time, pressing for their 

assimilation into the new ethnic and cultural category of Turkishness.

 

177
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 The genesis of 

Turkish nationalism was a multi-faceted process, occurring in several stages of identity 

accretion and proceeding from universal Ottomanism to Islamism and finally to ethnic 
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Turkishness and Turkism.178

 Exploring the causal link between the policies of Ottoman modernization and the 

emergence of Turkish nationalism, Göl argues that “modernist theories of nationalism-based 

on the work of Benedict Anderson, John Breuilly, Ernest Gellner, John Hall and Elie Kedourie 

provides an explanatory framework for the emergence of Turkish nationalism”.

 

179 According 

to her ‘modernists’ argue that there are three main causes behind the reality of nationalism: 

the psychological losses of identity caused by the erosion of tradition; the demands of 

modernization and industrialization; and the development of communication and print 

capitalism.180 Göl asserts that in the late Ottoman context these three causes were already 

prevalent. First, the erosion of traditional Ottoman identity created a desire for a separate 

Turkish nation. In addition, the emergence of Turkish nationalism coincided with the need for 

modernization in the Ottoman Empire. Finally, a separate Turkish national consciousness 

gradually developed in parallel with print capitalism, as part of modernization policies.181

 In sum, at the beginning of this era in this era, Ottomanism and Turkish nationalism 

did not stand as two different alternatives to the Young Turks at the beginning. It is more 

appropriate to argue that Ottomanism was reformulated by the Young Turks under the 

influence of a Turkish national core. Deringil argues, and I would also concur, that 

Turkification policies relied on the changing ideological content of Ottomanism that gradually 

singled out Islam as the base of identification during the period of Abdulhamid.

 I 

think that Göl’s application of modernist theory to the Ottoman context is apt, especially 

because it treats nationalism as an ideology which constructs an ‘imagined community’ 

through the agency of a nation state. During the final years of the Young Turk era, imperial 

policy was to remove non-Muslims from Anatolia, and work to imbue Muslims with a sense 

of Turkishness. In addition, the Young Turks endeavored to assimilate the Kurds, Arabs, Lazs, 

Circassians, and other non-Turkish Muslim groups residing on lands regarded as important to 

Turkish nationalism.  

182

 

  

2.6.1 Education policies during the Constitutional Period 

 The Young Turks viewed education as extremely important. Building on the work of 
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their predecessors, they created a new system of secular primary and secondary schools, 

teachers’ training colleges and specialized institutes, along with the reorganized University of 

Istanbul. From 1904 to 1908 the Ministry of Education was apportioned 200,000 liras from 

the budget; this amount was increased to 600,000 in 1909, 940,000 in 1910 and 1,230,000 in 

1914.183 At the time of the Declaration of Freedom, there were seventy-nine secondary 

schools, rising to ninety-five in 1914, with huge growth in the numbers of teachers and 

pupils.184

 With the increasing dominance of Turkish elements in the society, the Young Turks’ 

political program of 1908 included clauses that declared the official language of the Empire. 

They also made Turkish language a compulsory subject in elementary schools. However, the 

1876 constitution had already designated Turkish as the official language of the Ottoman 

Empire. Ülker suggests that because Turkish had been incorporated into elementary education 

before 1908, this subsequent act does not necessarily show assimilation to be a primary 

objective in the Second Constitutional era. Instead, he finds that the primary aim of the act 

was the consolidation of imperial administrative and social systems.

 In a major development, educational opportunities were extended to girls. Women 

of the highest classes of society had always had access to a good, private education; the 

Tanzimat reformers had added a few girls’ schools, women's training colleges, and art 

schools. The Young Turk regime opened the doors to middle and secondary schools, then to 

university, thus enabling girls to prepare for entry into the professions and public life. 

185

 In 1911, the Empire’s non-Muslim communities joined together and requested that a 

new set of regulations be issued for their schools. The government accepted the request and 

established a commission to address this. The commission decided that non-Muslim and 

foreign schools were to be independent, but they must also emphasize Turkish language 

instruction. Because of the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, these decisions were never 

implemented. The subject was taken up again in 1913, with permission granted for local 

language instruction on condition that Turkish would also be taught. Yet despite these 

decisions and the enactment of some regulations, no real supervision of these schools took 

place until World War I. Therefore, the schools continued to operate as they always had. 

 

186
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ended censorship, this only intensified state efforts to control the education of all its subjects. 

He notes that the government dramatically increased the numbers of inspections, especially in 

the non-Turkish Muslim provinces, and launched a campaign of Turkification in education.187 

I believe that Rodrigue’s analysis is more apt because there is evidence that the schools 

continued to be inspected regularly, legitimized through a new elementary instruction law in 

1913.188 
 In 1914, the capitulations were abrogated, and following the War, the concessions to 

foreign schools were also annulled. The Balkans and Rumelia were lost to the Empire as were 

the schools in those areas. In the end, all non-Muslim and Muslim schools were attached to 

the Ministry of Education. Perhaps because of wartime conditions, no objections to this 

decision were raised. In 1915, the Regulations for Private Schools were issued and according 

to article 20, permission to open a school in Ottoman territory was to be granted by the 

Ministry of Education. According to article 6 of the Regulations, certain conditions would 

apply to the establishment of schools by the various religious communities. In addition, a 

requirement was placed on these schools to provide instruction in Turkish language by 

Turkish teachers in subjects such as Turkish and Turkish history and geography. 189

 

 

2.7 Education of Jews, Armenians, Greeks and Alevis in the Second Republic                                    

 During the Second Republic, Turkish Jews, especially those in Istanbul and Salonica, 

began to take an interest in Zionism. Rodrigue notes that most historians find that Zionism 

met with little or no response from Turkish Jews; however, he argues that after 1908, there 

was significant local support for the Zionist movement.190 This development threatened the 

existence of the Alliance institutions, making them targets for those who upheld an ideology 

of Jewish nationalism; the aim of these institutions was to bring emancipation to Eastern Jews 

through integration of the Jews into the countries in which they lived. Members of the 

Alliance viewed Zionism as a radical, utopian movement that would upset the status quo and 

jeopardize Jewish emancipation. Yet by 1911, ninety percent of the Alliance youth claimed to 

have become Zionists.191
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 Just as the graduates of the schools founded by Abdulhamid became 

increasingly nationalistic to the point of opposing the Sultan himself, the graduates of 

188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid. 
190 Ibid., p. 126. 
191 Ibid., p. 127.  



56 
 

Alliance schools too, forged new links with modern political ideologies.192 Upon Turkey’s 

entrance into World War I, many foreign and secondary institutions were forced to close. 

Following these closures, the Istanbul lodge created a Jewish lycee in 1915, the first such 

institution in Turkey. The lycee taught in French and filled an important gap in Jewish 

education, since the Alliance schools did not provide secondary education. The advent of the 

new Turkish Republic eventually drove Zionism underground, removing it from public view. 
 Following Turkish military defeats in the 1912 Balkans War, many of the minority 

populations had emancipated themselves. One exception was the Armenians, a fact which 

appeared to block the progress of Turkism. Armenian schools inculcated in students a 

conscious identification with the Armenian nation, such that they developed a clear allegiance 

to their heritage and people. In April 1914, mass deportations and the massacre of the 

Ottoman Armenian population occurred, resulting in the deaths of thousands of people, 

including many students. Properties were destroyed, students were killed and schools were 

closed never to reopen.193 However, 321 Armenian students, including 204 girls, still 

managed to graduate from Ottoman public schools between 1908 and 1921.194 

 The pressure on non-Muslim communities continued during the War. In an interesting 

example of this, there is a 1913 article written by an Ottoman Greek in which he complains 

about the uneven distribution of taxes. He argues that most of this money went to the 

development of Muslim schools, rather than to existing non-Muslim schools.195 During this 

period, Greek members of the Ottoman Chamber of Deputies were fiercely resisting a new 

law that would have placed non-Muslim schools under closer state supervision. The law was 

postponed following Greek arguments that it constituted an outright attack upon the right of 

the millets to maintain their own school systems. In 1910, a fierce debate between the 

Ministry of Education and the Greek community was sparked by state plans to expel teachers 

from Greece who were working at Greek millet schools. A new elementary instruction law, 

passed in 1915, reasserted the principle that the state could inspect and control the 

establishment of all private and non-Muslim schools.196
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schools. Some of these constraints are; the schools can only be opened in areas where the 

particular religious minority group was populated, that the number of population is enough to 

demand a school, and also that the noise that is created by the school would not be heard by 

any other minority school or any worshipping area.197 This law, which was initially designed 

to prevent animosities between different religious groups inevitably made the opening of 

schools really hard. During this period, there was also an immense desire to establish Greek 

schools and to repair the damaged ones, as is evident in the petitions sent by Greek Churches 

to the Ottoman authorities.198

In sum, the conditions created by war and Turkish nationalism had an important 

impact on non-Muslim minority education during this second constitutional period. From a 

non-Muslim perspective, the Empire was undoubtedly a less welcoming environment. The 

watershed of 1908 led the Alevis to an open and collective reaffirmation of their identity. “It 

facilitated the enhancement, and possibly also the spread of their oppressed religion, and 

aroused Alevi willingness to support the new state”.

 

199 According to George E. White, this 

desire manifested itself as a commitment to construct village schools.200

 

 However, these plans 

were soon frustrated by the response of the Young Turks. The Alevis were accused of being 

influenced by Armenian propaganda and of emphasizing their own identities as separate from 

Sunni identities. It is fair to say that most of the Alevis in this period felt threatened by the 

nationalist politics of the Young Turks. 

2.8 Conclusion 

 This chapter has outlined the main characteristics of Ottoman Public School Education 

together with Jewish, Armenian and Greek education policies during the Tanzimat, 

Abdulhamid and Young Turk eras. In addition to these three main millets, the experience of 

the Alevis living in Anatolia has also been addressed. The specific periodization deployed in 

this chapter was selected in order to indicate that the Ottoman state did not pursue a single or 

constant education policy towards these groups. In the Tanzimat era, with the prevalence of 

Ottomanism, the state aim was to integrate non-Muslims into Ottoman Public Education. 

Though all education laws reflected this objective, they were never fully implemented. 

Education policy for minority groups was destined to remain one of “laisses faire or 
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controlled toleration”. 201

This period also witnessed the secularization of education in almost all millets. In the 

Hamidian era, with the realization that Ottomanism would remain an unattainable ideal, 

Islamism began to be promoted, with very different consequences for Muslims and non-

Muslims. The Alevis were subjected to much more oppression during this second period, 

which marginalized them even further. Finally, the Young Turk movement introduced policies 

of Turkification; these were met with resistance and indignation from the non-Muslim 

communities. Although stripped of its previously unchallenged authority, religion remained 

important in non-Muslim schools, often functioning as a source of knowledge about ethnic 

identity and status, shared culture and heritage. In all these periods, non-Muslim education 

policy was strongly influenced by the growing nationalism in their communities and by 

Turkish nationalism.  

   

 I argue that out of the myriad legacies of the late Ottoman era, three emerged that 

continue to govern compulsory religious education today. Firstly, the state possessed 

increasing power to challenge the authority of religion in the education realm. Newly 

established schools became a concern for the state, whereas before this period, they would 

have concerned the wakfs (foundations). Increasingly, the policies and conditions set for new 

schools were considered a state responsibility. As early as 1864, we see the establishment of 

two committees, ‘mekatib-i sibyan-i muslime’ and ‘mekatib-i rüşdiye ve ilmiye’, the first of 

which was responsible for the content of religious courses and textbooks for Muslims, the 

second for all other students in the Empire.202

 Secondly, it was during this period that Islam became a marker of Turkishness, along 

with the popular conviction that ethnic Turks should be the sole ‘owners’ of the Empire. This 

 I argue that the state’s increased control over 

religious education was a direct legacy of the Tanzimat period. Religion was thought to be an 

arena that must be managed by government and was thus gradually subsumed under state 

control. This change, achieved during Tanzimat, emanated from the persistent aim to create an 

omnipotent state that could counter the spread of liberation movements throughout the 

Empire. In modern Turkey, however, state control of religion and religious education is 

generally legitimized by citing the “potential” threat of Islamic fanaticism or reactionary 

Islam, which could turn secular Turkey into a country with shari’a law.  
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had unavoidable, negative consequences for all non-Muslims and for ethnic groups other than 

the ethnic Turks. Later, this conviction would harden as it began to be applied to the modern 

Turkish education system. When the Turkish Republic was founded, the Alevis—as 

Muslims—benefited from new definition of Turkishness that relied heavily on Islam as 

compared to their previous socio-economic conditions in the Ottoman Empire, which was 

worse than non-Muslims. In this respect, although the intentions might be questionable, it is 

striking to note the state attention given to non-Muslim education who were both enrolled to 

millet or missionary schools and also to state schools. With the perceived threat coming from 

non-Muslims diminished, in the early years of Turkish Republic issues pertaining to the 

education of non-Muslims were dismissed as being specific to ‘religious minorities’ thus 

falling outside the primary duty of the state to mingle with.  

 A third legacy of the late Ottoman era was the importance given to the role of 

education in shaping the “ideal citizen”. This idea directly informed subsequent debates and 

policies concerning state education. In upcoming chapters, I turn to the specific role of 

religious education in these discourses, especially with reference to developments in the late 

1970s and 1980s.  
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Education policies with respect to religion education (1918-1980) 

Chapter 3  

 This chapter examines the history of Turkish education policy between 1918 and 1980, 

paying particular attention to compulsory religion education. My objective is two-fold. First, I 

conduct a detailed study of the various debates surrounding the religion course, tracking 

discussions in parliaments or in prominent journals of the time. I survey the changing 

discourses about secularism, showing that it was interpreted differently by various political 

camps and that discussions about the topic of religious education tended to end in deadlock. 

By analyzing these debates, I hope to show that even when compulsory religion education 

was opposed on the grounds that it was against freedom of conscience as guaranteed by a 

secular state, only a few intellectuals reflected on this matter from a minority rights 

perspective.   

 My second aim is to show how the views of non-Muslims and Alevis remained largely 

peripheral to religion education that catered only to the interests of Sunni Muslims in state 

schools. The ostensible reason for this disregard was the fact that non-Muslims had their own 

minority schools and so, theoretically, they could get their religion education there. In practice 

it was different. The project of Turkification (from the beginning of the Republic) proved so 

strong that, over time, it eliminated the minority schools or rendered them functionless. 

Though their numbers were already decreasing for many other reasons, the students of these 

minority schools began to enrol in foreign or common state schools. This meant that they had 

no real opportunity to learn their religion, as did the Sunni Muslims.  

 This material in this chapter is divided according to three identifiable, historical 

periods. The first period, from 1918 to 1923 saw the advance of numerous ideas about the 

potential quality of the new Republic’s education system. There were debates between those 

MPs who thought that education should be nationalistic and those who thought it should be 

religious. These debates demonstrated a shift towards the nationalistic education of the 

Kemalist, one party period, which only later and for pragmatic reasons, would incorporate 

Islamic elements. 

 The second period, from 1923 to 1950, was that of the single party regime under CHP 

(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi / Republican People’s Party).1
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during this period the newly established state declared education to be of paramount 

importance. The state distanced itself from Islam, passing reforms such as the abolition of the 

Caliphate and, until 1938, of religion courses offered at all levels of education. At the same 

time, the state aligned itself with Islam as a marker of Turkishness. All education policies 

were shaped by this understanding, which had negative consequences for religious minorities. 

Moreover, former members of millets were now defined as 'religious minorities' through the 

Lausanne Treaty (1923). In sum, this was a period during which the state sought firm control 

over religion and simultaneously worked to homogenize the population, at the expense of 

non-Muslim and non-Turkish speaking people. This period also saw the passage of the “Law 

of Unification of Education” (1924), which liquidated the minority schools. The growing 

hostility to non-Islamic elements of society further showed itself in the Thrace Pogrom(1934) 

and after World War Two, in the Capital Tax (1942) for non-Muslims.  

 The third period covers the years from 1950 to 1980, during which there was a multi-

party regime. In this period, strict secularization policies came to an end. This was mainly due 

to public pressure and the tactics of the DP (Demokrat Partisi / Democratic Party) regime 

which used the “religious” sentiments of the population to take power. The regulations 

governing religious affairs were loosened and the meaning of secularism was widely debated. 

Many argued, in overt criticism of former leaders, that secularism should not be equated with 

atheism. Religion courses gradually returned to school curricula, despite opposition from CHP 

members and certain portions of society. In many cases, these courses were seen as antidotes 

to the existing communist threat. Fierce debates raged, especially in the media, about the 

compatibility of the course with the constitution, arguments that recur in today's debates. In 

any event, the societal role of Islam increased in importance during this period. The pressure 

on religious minorities and on their rights as citizens became more palpable toward the end of 

this era. The 6-7 September Pogrom2 revealed deep hostility towards non-Muslims, the 

“others” of Turkish society, whose numbers sharply decreased during this three-decade 

period.3

 Each of the three sections of this chapter opens with an introduction to the main 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Turkish people as a unified front during the Turkish War of Independence. On September 9, 1923 Halk Fırkası 
(People’s Party) officially declared itself a political organization and on October 29, 1923 announced the 
establishment of the Turkish Republic. On November 10, 1924 the Halk Fırkası (People’s Party) took the name 
Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası, to be later known as Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, in 1935. 
2 This was a pogrom directed primarily at İstanbul’s Greek minority on 6-7 September 1955. See pages 93-94 for 
more detail. 
3 In 1927, there were 378.664 non-Muslims, making up 2.78 percent of the whole population; in 1955, this 
number decreased to 260.715, 1.08 percent of the population. (See: Devlet İstatistik Enstitüsü İstatistik Yıllığı 
1959 [Statistics Yearbook: 1959]. Ankara: Başbakanlık İstatistik G. D, 1959.) 
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political events of the historical period under discussion. In order to contextualise education 

(and religion education) policies, I examine relations between the state and its religious 

minorities, taking particular note of the situation regarding minority schools. Unlike the 

previous chapter, I do not address each millet separately, for the simple reason that in this era, 

the millet system ceased to exist. In official circles, a new argument broke out after the 

abolition of the caliphate and the Muslim religious courts, and especially after the public 

announcement of plans to adopt a new legal system modelled on Swiss, Italian and German 

codes.4 According to this view, since the new legal codes of the state would no longer be 

based on Muslim religious law but on secular Western statutes, then the need for separate laws 

in matters concerning personal and family status of non-Muslims had disappeared.5

 

 With 

these developments, the last vestiges of the old millet privileges came to an end. Non-Muslim 

communities became strictly voluntary confessional organizations. The heads of the major 

religious communities (the Chief Rabbi and the Ecumenical Orthodox Patriarch) became 

gradually officially government employees and pious endowments (wakfs) were administered 

by the government, as is all religious real property. This meant that in state discourses, Jews, 

Greeks and Armenians were grouped as “non-Muslims” and consequentially, state policies, 

especially with regard to education, targeted all three groups. The Alevis never constituted an 

organized community such as that of the Jews, Greeks or Armenians. They were 

geographically dispersed throughout Anatolia, and socially marginalized by the Sunni 

structure adopted by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Thus, the Alevis had a different and 

highly complex experience of religion education, one that must be elaborated separately from 

that of the Jews, Greeks and Armenians. In the eyes of the state, they were not seen as a 

minority group and yet they carry distinct characteristics that the state generally denies or 

ignores.   

3. 1 Turkey after war (1918-1923) 

 Immediately after the Balkan War, the Ottoman Empire was once again engaged in 

conflict. “The Balkan War had shown that the Empire's diplomatic isolation would mean the 

end of the empire and so the government was already ready to accept any alliance rather than 

hold a continued isolation”.6

                                                           
4 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews: The Alliance Israelite Universelle and the Politics of Jewish 
Schooling in Turkey, 1860-1925, Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990, p. 165. 

 In the end, the Unionist government of the Ottoman Empire 

allied itself with the central powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary against the Entente: the 

5 Ibid. 
6 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998,  p. 111. 
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Russian Empire, British Empire, Italy and the United States. The War, which was fought not 

only on Ottoman territories but also in many other regions, ended with the defeat of the 

Central Powers. The armistice, signed by British and Ottoman delegations at Moudros on 31 

October 1918, had devastating consequences for the Ottoman Empire.7

 There were prolonged peace negotiations between the Entente and the Ottoman 

Empire, which finally ended with the Treaty of Sevres, signed on 10 August 1920. Although 

never fully enforced, the terms of the treaty were so severe that its long lasting effects were 

later referred to as the Sevres Syndrome. This syndrome may be described as a feeling of 

‘distrust of outsiders’ and ‘fear of abandonment and fear of loss of territory’. In other words, 

there was general trepidation that the country would again be subject to partition as a result of 

collaboration between its minorities and their foreign allies.  

 Following the 

armistice, most of the Unionist leaders fled to European cities, leaving a power vacuum in 

Istanbul, although the remaining Unionists still controlled the parliament, army, and police 

force. Moreover, the Unionist underground movement managed to smuggle a number of 

Unionist officers to Anatolia - Mustafa Kemal being one of them. Thus, as early as 1919, a 

resistance movement had started in Anatolia, in defiance of the authority of the Sultanate and 

the cabinet of Istanbul who had given in to the demands of the Entente. Eventually, Mustafa 

Kemal became leader of the National Resistance movement that ended with victory in the 

Independence War of 1921-1922.  

 The treaty divided the Empire into many parts, leaving it only a small state in northern 

Asia Minor, with Istanbul as its capital. Eastern Thrace and the area around Izmir were given 

to Greece, while the Straits were internationalized. An independent Armenian republic was 

created in eastern Anatolia. France established mandates in Syria and Lebanon, and a sphere 

of influence in southern Anatolia. Britain established mandates in Palestine, Southern Syria 

and Iraq, including the oil-rich province of Mosul.8 The treaty, which the Ottoman delegation 

refused to accept, was only signed after Istanbul sent a new and more compliant delegation. 

However, the Treaty of Sèvres was annulled during the Turkish War of Independence; the 

parties signed and ratified the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923. Through this later treaty, Turkey 

attained the goals of the National Pact and emerged as a completely sovereign state.9

                                                           
7 Article 7 and 24 were especially perceived as dangerous because while article 7 gave the Entente the right to 
occupy any place in the Ottoman Empire if it considered its security to be under threat, article 24 gave it the right 
to intervene militarily in the Armenian provinces if law and order should fall apart there.  

 Thus the 

8 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 147. 
9 National Pact (Misak-i Milli) is a manifesto adopted on 28 January 1920, which was the resistance movement’s 
official statement of aims, consisting of six articles. (For the content of the Pact, see: Zurcher, Erik Jan. Erik Jan 
Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 138.) 



64 
 

military battle was won, and the political program of the nationalists had been achieved and 

recognized in an international treaty.10

 The Treaty of Lausanne was hugely important, especially because it included clauses 

that would affect the legal and social status of minorities in Turkey. Baskın Oran, who has 

written extensively about minority issues in Turkey, argues that  

  

When the League of Nations was formed after the First World War, a tripartite 
criterion was employed to define minorities in racial, linguistic and religious terms. 
Minorities fitting into any of these three categories were granted not only equal rights 
with the majority but also internationally guaranteed rights that did not apply to the 
majority (e.g., building their own schools and using their own language). This 
“positive discrimination” was justified by the conviction that minorities, having lived 
in disadvantageous, or even hostile, environment, could not keep their cultural identity 
without any supportive measures. However, the Turkish delegation in Lausanne did 
not accept the full criterion as applicable to Turkey; it recognized only “non-Muslims” 
as constituting a minority and had this position accepted at the Conference.11

 
 

Moreover, Oran notes that the definition of minorities in the Lausanne Treaty was not based 

on an inclusive parameter of “religion”.  

Even the ‘religion’ criterion was reduced to a ‘non-Muslim’ reference. Had the 
parameter of religion been accepted, as noted by Dr. Rıza Nur, the Deputy Head of 
Ankara Delegation at the Lausanne negotiations, the Alevis, whose religious practices 
are very different from Sunni Muslims, would have been also recognized as a minority 
and therefore covered by international guarantees.12

 
 

By employing a very narrow definition of ‘minority’, the Treaty gave minority status only to 

members of former millets (Armenians, Greeks and Jews), and used it to limit the 

applicability of the rights articulated in it. The rights of many other ethnic groups, including 

non-Muslims (such as Assyrians) and Muslims (such as Kurds, Lazs and Roma), were not 

recognized by this treaty.13 The Treaty of Lausanne makes it legally correct for Turkey to 

consider only non-Muslims as minorities, and as Oran argues, this legal inference corresponds 

to the general conviction in Turkey that only non-Muslims should be considered as minorities. 

This conviction is the deeply embedded result of historical, political and ideological factors, 

including the 19th

 Demographically speaking, due to mortality rates and large scale migrations at the end 

of the Turkish independence war, Anatolia was a completely different place in 1923 than it 

 century  millet system of the Ottoman Empire.  

                                                           
10 Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, London: Oxford UP, 1961, p. 255. 
11 Baskın Oran, “Minority Concept and Rights in Turkey: The Lausanne Peace Treaty and Current Issues.” 
Human Rights in Turkey. Ed. Zehra F. Kabasakal Arat. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2007. 
12 Rıza Nur, Hayatım ve Hatıratım [My Life and Memoirs], Istanbul: Altındağ, 1967, p. 1044. 
13 Whether Kurds can be classified as minorities or not is a highly debated topic in Turkey. For a summary of the 
arguments, see Oran, Baskın.  “Minority Concept and Rights in Turkey: The Lausanne Peace Treaty and Current 
Issues.” Human Rights in Turkey. Ed. Zehra F. Kabasakal Arat. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2007. 
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had been in 1913. Some 2.5 million Anatolian Muslims had lost their lives, as had 600,000-

800,000 Armenians, and up to 300,000 Greeks.14 Before the War, Muslims constituted eighty 

percent of the Anatolian population; after the War, this figure rose to ninety-eight percent. The 

Armenian community shrank to 65,000 and the Greek community went from two million to 

120,000.15

 As for education, one can argue that the ideology of national education in Turkey was 

formed in the 1920s, during this period of conflict including the War of Independence and 

foundation of the Grand National Assembly, and later, the proclamation of the Republic and 

the establishment of single party rule by the Republican People's Party (CHP). As later 

sections show, the political experiences and memories of these turbulent years, especially the 

Sevres Treaty and the independence movements of former millets, were influential in 

determining the ideology of the new Republic and its national education system. 

 The fact that the Ottoman Empire, having once sheltered countless numbers of 

ethnicities and religions, evolved into a more homogenized nation-state, only strengthened the 

idea that it was the ethnic Turks who should own this new country. 

 Before the Republic was founded in 1923 and Kemalism became the dominant state 

ideology, there were numerous debates about the prospective quality of education in the 

emerging nation. These debates took place in Unionist circles, in prominent journals and in 

the newly established parliament. They deserve further examination for, as it will be shown, 

the ideas proved to be more open to ‘religion’ per se, than the reforms that took place in the 

new republic of Atatürk. 

 

 3.1.1 Deciding on the character of education: religious education vs. national education 

 Before the “Law of Unification of Instruction and the Law of Basic Education” was 

signed in 1924, there was widespread agreement that the future of state education needed to 

be determined. Parliamentary debates had revealed substantial ambiguity on the topic. As 

early as 1917, while the Ministry of Education (Maarif Vekilliği) budget was being discussed, 

Hilmi Bey (an MP from Basra) posed the problem of which kind of an education was desired, 

a religious or national one.16

  At the time, there was a consensus that moral corruption was widespread and that it 

might be addressed by improvements to education. Indeed, some people in government saw 

moral corruption as a direct result of the absence of religion education in previous years. 

 This was a question posed by many people. 

                                                           
14 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 164. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Beyza Bilgin, Eğitim Bilimi ve Din Eğitimi. 2nd ed. Ankara: Gün, 1997, p. 51. 
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These people argued that giving renewed importance to religion education would ameliorate 

the situation. Hamdullah Suphi, a very active MP during the first parliamentary sessions and 

known for his competence in the field of education, stated (in 1920), that “all nations receive 

religious education and our children too will get religious education”.17

 During these early years, before the proclamation of the new republic, when there was 

still a clause in the constitution declaring Islam the state religion, there was sympathy in 

parliament for pro-religious education in schools. The first Minister of Education, Rıza Nur, 

not only supported the idea of religion courses, he even argued for school prayers.

   

18

 However, there were others who thought that a uniquely religious education was 

undesirable and that in order to enhance civic morality, formal education should be comprised 

of  both religious and nationalist elements. One of the fervent proponents of this idea was the 

influential sociologist, Ziya Gökalp, whose seminal ideas about society and education remain 

highly regarded in Turkish political thought.

  

19 Ziya Gökalp pointed to the formation of two 

camps which he characterized as “Western fanatics”, who thought that religion should have no 

place in education, and “Medrese fanatics” who thought that Islam was the essence of 

Ottoman culture and should remain a required subject in schools. Rather than align himself 

with one of the camps, he argued that these two positions were not incompatible.20 Gökalp 

was supported by prominent journalist Ahmet Cevdet who wrote in the İkdam journal that 

these two kinds of education, religious and national, could be given together in schools. 

Cevdet pointed out that this was being done in German schools at the time.21

 On May 3, 1920, amidst these ongoing discussions, the First Council of Executive 

Deputies took office. That same month, Rıza Nur presented the Council program to the 

National Assembly.

  

22

                                                           
17 Turkey. T.B.M.M. Zabit Cenderesi [“Journal of Proceedings of the Turkish Grand National Assembly”]. Term 
1. Vol. 1. 26 Apr. 1336: 71-78. 

 The program contained an important paragraph in which education was 

identified as the most important factor for the survival and existence of a nation. The purpose 

of education was specified in clear terms:  

18 Mustafa Çapar, Türkiye'de Eğitim ve ‘Öteki Türkler’ [Education in Turkey and the ‘Other Turks’]. Ankara: 
Maki, 2006, p. 306. 
19 Ziya Gökalp was greatly influenced by the ideas of the French sociologist Emile Durkheim who saw the main 
social function of religion as unifying society and stimulating social development by raising ideals; and in whose 
understanding religion becomes synonymous with ideology. In agreement with Durkheim Gökalp also looked at 
the religious ideas and cults which the Turkish ethnic group created or identified with over the centuries of its 
existence, from a similar point of view. 
20 Halis Ayhan,  Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004, p. 41. 
21 Ahmet Cevdet, “Terbiye-i milliye ile Terbiye-i Diniye’nin Telifi” [“The conciliation of national education and 
religion education”]. İkdam 27 Eylül 1340 [27 Sept. 1921]. 
22 İsmail Kaplan, The Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its Implications for Political Socialization, 
Dissertation submitted to the Institute of Social Sciences, Boğaziçi University 1998, p. 151. 
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“Our goal in affairs of education is to provide our children with education which is 
religious and national in all senses and to elevate this education to a high level so that 
it may grant them qualities such as power of enterprise and self-confidence which will 
guarantee their success in the struggle of life, orient them toward self-reliance, and 
arouse in them productive ideas and consciousness”.23

 
   

 Thus, this first official program of the modern Turkish nation-state, “calls for an all-

round religious and national education combined with training which will guarantee material 

success in life”.24 Kaplan rightfully argues that this formulation brings together education of 

character/spirit (here defined as both religious and national) and instrumental training.25

 On 8 May 1921, a decree (Medaris-i İlmiye Nizamnamesi) was passed that proposed 

the improvement of medreses. Ayhan notes that in March, 1923, Atatürk and his wife made a 

trip to Konya to visit schools and medreses. Atatürk approved of the program he found at the 

Darulhilafe medrese, even donating three thousand lira to it.

 In 

sum, the program sets out a clear objective to inculcate youth with nationalist and religious 

values, and to take an instrumentalist-utilitarian approach to teaching. From here, it can be 

argued that the modern Turkish state has been characterized by a synthesis of nationalism, 

Islamism and capitalism in the sphere of education and culture. 

26 Given the clear evidence of 

parliamentary support for the maintenance and improvement of medreses, Ayhan finds it 

bewildering that after three years, all medreses were abolished. However, a closer look at the 

policies of the time reveals that as Atatürk and his circle gained in confidence, they sought to 

push Islam to the margins of the public sphere, including the education system. An example of 

this can be found in a 1925 speech given by Atatürk at Samsun Ticaret Mektebi. After 

acknowledging the different types of education prevalent in different countries such as 

religious or international (beynelmilel) education, he states: “I will today only talk about 

national education which the Turkish state exclusively aims to give to its coming 

generations.”27

 By 1924, the various debates had ended with the determination, expressed by some 

educators and by the more Kemalist secular circles, that education in Turkey should be 

national in character. Initially, education policymakers tried to reconcile nationalism with 

religion, precisely because religion was deemed useful to the formation of national character. 

However, with the advent of Kemalist reforms, religion was dismissed from political life and 

 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Halis Ayhan,  Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004, p. 39. 
27 Ibid. 
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education. Religious elements in education were now considered unacceptable for a program 

in which national character formation was to be based on the teaching of “pure Turkish” 

moral and political precepts.28 

 Parallel to debates about the prospective character of education in the new Turkey, 

there were also discussions about which institution should hold jurisdiction over its 

organization. The idea that state had to control the content of all education was one that was 

shared by different camps in Turkey. For instance, M. Şemseddin wrote an article for the 

Sebilurreşad Journal (which was known for its Islamist line), in which he concluded that the 

provision of education was a state duty.29 The Committee of Union and Progress, which 

constituted another opposing camp to Islamists, in its education program posed the following 

question: Which institution should pursue educational matters, state or religious 

denominations (cemaat-i mezhebiye)? In their conclusions, they stated that- it should be the 

state that should be controlling these affairs on the condition that it did not impose religion as 

a dogma.30

 In order to pursue state affairs effectively, after the opening of the Parliament, TBMM 

(Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi) on 23 April 1920, it was decided to establish special 

committees at the parliament. As yet, under which committee educational matters should be 

dealt with remained undecided for a period of time. While deciding on the responsibilities of 

the Pious Foundations Committee (Şer’iye-Evkaf Vekaleti), five MPs presented proposals in 

which they implied that education matters could be handled by this committee. On behalf of 

the committee, Müfit Efendi, claimed that it was appropriate for its members to manage 

education, provision of which was twofold: religious education (tedrisat-ı diniye) and secular 

education (tedrisat-ı dunyeviye). His views were opposed by Necati Bey, MP from Erzurum, 

on the basis that the people working for the Pious Foundations (Şer’iye and Evkaf) Committee 

were not sufficiently experienced in matters relating to education. Hamdullah Suphi, on the 

other hand, argued that education and religion should not be handled together. He proposed 

that the Ministry of Education (Maarif Vekaleti) retain overall responsibility, on condition that 

the Pious Foundations (Şer’iye and Evkaf Vekaleti) Committee take specific responsibility for 

religion in schools. By April 1920, with opinion so divided, it was decided to establish two 

separate committees. The Ministry of Education (Maarif Vekaleti) managed education, while 

  

                                                           
28 İsmail Kaplan, The Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its Implications for Political Socialization, 
Dissertation submitted to the Institute of Social Sciences, Bogazici University 1998, p. 161. 
29 M. Şemseddin,“Programların Tanziminde Hükümetin Hakkı ve Vazifesi” [“The fight and the duty of 
governments while determining programs”]. Sebilurreşad 15 Şevval 1330 [15 Oct. 1911]: 79-80. 
30 Yurdagül Mehmedoğlu, Tanzimat Sonrasında Okullarda Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Schools in the 
Aftermath of the Tanzimat]. Istanbul: Marmara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi, 2001, p. 224. 
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the Pious Foundations Committee (Şer’iye ve Evkaf Vekaleti) took care of religious matters 

(which can be seen as the first form of the Ministry of Islamic Affairs and Foundations that 

was established in 1924). The distinction was a clear sign that the state wanted to monitor 

closely all education policy and provision, including religious studies. This strategy became 

even more apparent with the passage of the Law of Unification of Instruction in 1924.31

 

 

3.1.2 The situation of minority schools before 1923  

Minority schools managed to function more or less regularly throughout the war years. 

The state proceeded with its policy of taking control of private education institutions, as well 

as those belonging to the non-Muslim minorities. As already seen, a 1915 regulation had 

allowed thorough supervision of these establishments. However, in the immediate years after 

the victory of the Entente in 1918, there was an “unhindered revival of foreign educational 

establishments in defeated Turkey.32 These institutions utilized whatever curricula they 

wished due to absence of the central government under allied control. There were also 

accusations of foreign and missionary schools collaborating closely with Western powers. In a 

fervently applauded speech to parliament, İsmet İnönü stated that American schools in the 

Antep region were being used as military bases to attack the local Turkish population.33

 Despite the fact that the educational rights of minorities were respected and guaranteed 

by the Lausanne Treaty, Turkish officials remained reluctant to honour these rights in practice. 

This reluctance can be seen in a statement given by Hamdullah Suphi Tanrıover, Minister for 

Education two times during 1920-1925, to a newspaper on 10 March 1921.

 His 

speech was fervently applauded by other MPs. Thus, after the Independence War in 1922, 

things began to change, and the schools were not immune to the reigning atmosphere of 

xenophobia.  

34 He stated that 

minority schools were sites of political propaganda, with catastrophic effects for the country. 

According to him, these schools harbored rebels who were trying to stir hostility between 

ethnic groups. He concludes that in order to prevent minority schools from operating as 

centers for these rebels, the schools must be closely monitored.35

                                                           
31 Halis Ayhan, Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004, pp. 28-32. 

 After this statement, a series 

32 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews The Alliance Israelite Universelle and the Politics of Jewish 
Schooling in Turkey, 1860-1925, Indiana Univ. Press: Indiana, p. 160. 
33 Mustafa Çapar, Türkiye'de Eğitim ve ‘Öteki Türkler’ [Education in Turkey and the ‘Other Turks’]. Ankara: 
Maki, 2006, p. 302. 
34 Ibid., p. 289. 
35 “Maarif Vekili Hamdullah Suphi Beyefendi ile mülakat” [“An interview with the Minister of National 
Education Hamdullah Suphi Bey”]. Hakimiyeti Milliye 10 Mar. 1921. 
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of new regulations were passed for non-Muslim schools.36 On 20 May 1923, the government 

announced, based on the previous law regarding the regulation of minority schools (Mekatib-i 

Hususiye Talimatnamesi 1915), that in all minority schools, courses were to be given by 

teachers of Turkish nationality, and that Turkish, Geography and History would be taught in 

Turkish language, again by ‘Turks’ appointed by the Ministry of Education. According to 

Rodrigue, this was a clear sign that non-Muslims did not qualify as “pure Turks” and hence 

were excluded from these teaching positions.37 In addition, the schools must pay the salaries 

of ‘Turkish’ teachers (which were higher than the usual teacher salaries).38 Several Greek 

schools had to close down because they could not afford to pay these salaries.39 In fact, the 

41st article of the Treaty of Lausanne declared that the state should support the minority 

schools financially; this article seems to have been ignored.40

 

 Nonetheless, the Greeks, Jews 

and Armenians did retain the right to their own schools and saw some of their rights 

guaranteed by international treaty. This gave them relatively more advantages than other non-

Muslim minorities (such as the Assyrians) or members of other denominations of Islam (such 

as the Alevis).  

3.2 The foundation of the Republic (1923-1950) and single party regime 

 On the 29th of October 1923, Mustafa Kemal came to the National Assembly 

(TBMM) and proposed constitutional amendments regarding the form of the government and 

political system. In brief, he proposed that Turkey become a republic. After hours of debate, 

despite the fact that in the Assembly there were members who saw the Caliph as the 

legitimate sovereign and head of state, the resolution was passed by a majority vote. At the 

same meeting, Mustafa Kemal was elected President and he appointed İsmet İnönü as his first 

Prime Minister. The meeting also marked the beginning of a single party regime which would 

last almost three decades. 

The new government passed a series of reforms that radically changed the outlook of 

the country.41

                                                           
36 Rıfat Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri: Bir Türkleştirme Serüveni  1923-1945 [The Jews of the 
Turkey during Republican Age, A Turkification Adventure 1923-1945]. Istanbul: İletişim, 1999, p. 187. 

 After the abolition of the caliphate in 1924, there was an acceleration reforms 

37 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews: The Alliance Israelite Universelle and the Politics of Jewish 
Schooling in Turkey, 1860-1925, Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990, p. 163. 
38 Rıfat Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri: Bir Türkleştirme Serüveni  1923-1945 [The Jews of the 
Turkey during Republican Age, A Turkification Adventure 1923-1945]. Istanbul: İletişim, 1999, p. 187.  
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 There were 3061 primary schools (employing 3033 teachers), of which 581 closed during the War of 
Independence.After the Republic was established, there were 4894 primary schools with 1054 teachers and 
341,941 students. (See: Sezgin, R.A., Aslan, G., Küçüker, E. Sekiz Yıllık Kesintisiz Zorunlu Eğitim II 
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passed in order to secularize 

 At first glance, these secularist developments in the1920s and 1930s appear to ease the 

oppression of religious minorities that had started in the Tanzimat era. Yet a close look reveals 

that this was not the case. It is true that secularisation eliminated many religious elements 

from the public domain. For example, not a single mosque was built during the 27 years of 

CHP rule in Ankara.

Turkey under Atatürk rule. For example, the state shut down the 

Ministry of Islamic Law and Pious Foundations, as well as the medreses. In addition, the Sufi 

Dervish lodges were closed; the fez was declared illegal and men had to wear western-style 

hats; and the lunar calendar and clock were dropped and replaced by the Gregorian calendar 

and solar clock. In 1926, further secularization occurred when the TBMM approved a secular 

civil code to regulate matters of marriage, inheritance, divorce and adoption. In the same year, 

Sharia courts were annulled and Islamic law was declared null and void. In 1928, the 

parliament eliminated any declaration of Islam (as state religion) from the constitution. 

Finally, in 1929, the Arabic alphabet was dropped and replaced with the Latin based alphabet. 

42 Yet, according to Çağaptay, “an analysis of the relations between the 

state and minorities in the 1920s demonstrate that despite its commitment to secularism as 

well as territorial-voluntaristic-linguistic forms of citizenship, to a large extent, Kemalist 

nationalism was still molded by Islam.”43

 Islam had united the Anatolian Turkish Muslims in the Empire. After removing Islam 

from the public domain in 1924, the government soon realized that Kemalism was needed to 

fill the gap. So, the regime envisioned a modern nation-state and an all-inclusive identity for 

the country’s inhabitants. Kemalism came up with a ‘Turkishness’ idea, that had important 

elements. The first element was the emphasis on Turkish territory (Anatolia and Thrace) as 

the base of the nation. Atatürk summed this up as “the people of Turkey, who have established 

the Turkish state are called the Turkish nation”.

  

44

                                                                                                                                                                                     
[Compulsory primary education that lasts for eight years]. Ankara: Plaka, 1999.) As a result of the government 
efforts, the number of schools in the country doubled between 1923 and 1940, from 5,062 to 11,040; the number 
of teachers increased by 133 percent, from 12,458 to 28,298; and the number of students increased by slightly 
less than 300 percent, from 352,668 to 1,050,159. In 1927 only 10.6 percent of the population (17.4 percent of 
men and 4.7 percent of women) could read. By 1940, this had improved to just 22.4 percent (33.9 percent of men 
and 11.2 percent of women), with rates in Istanbul much higher than the national average. (Stanford J.Shaw and 
Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, Cambridge Univ. Press: New 
York, 1977, p. 387.) 

 The second element was the stress on a 

shared past, interests and the desire to live together as the common denominators of the 

42 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey. New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 92. 
43 Soner Çağaptay, Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk? London: Routledge, 
2006, p. 14.  
44 Afet İnan, Medeni Bilgiler ve Atatürk’ün El Yazıları, Ankara, TTK, 1969,  p. 351. 
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nation.45 The third element of the Kemalist concept of Turkishness was language.46 This 

posed an unavoidable problem because it made the Turkish language a prerequisite of 

citizenship. The overall blend of territory, voluntarism and language as markers of 

Turkishness was not viable, given the country’s ethnic and religious diversity.47 For instance, 

as late as 1927, in a country with a population of 13,542,795, only 86.42 percent of the people 

spoke Turkish, while 13.58 percent spoke other languages.48

Çağaptay argues that all of this pointed to a dilemma for Kemalism, since the 

territorial nationality suggested by Anatolia, and the ethnic nationality indicated by the 

Turkish language did not converge. In other words, “political membership of the state and 

ethnic membership of the nation were not the same.”

 

49 While preparing the 1924 Constitution, 

politicians engaged in heated debates about what name should be given to the inhabitants of 

Turkey. Two camps immediately formed. One camp approached the topic from a universal 

perspective, suggesting that the constitution should declare all people in Turkey as Turks—by 

nationality. The other group argued that although non-Muslims could be citizens, they should 

not be called ‘Turkish’ unless they abandoned their “Armenianness and Jewishness.”50

Çağaptay convincingly argues that through this definition, a distinction was made 

between citizenship and ethnicity. First, it recognized all those in Turkey as Turks-by-

citizenship. Second, the state asserted that only some citizens were members of the Turkish 

nation. This inevitably institutionalized a gap between Turks-by-citizenship and Turks-by-

nationality.

 It 

followed that the constitution needed to recognise Armenians, Jews, and other non-Muslims 

as Turks-by-citizenship, but not as Turks-by-nationality. After all the debates, TBMM 

acknowledged this last notion, making it clear in the final version of article 88 that “The 

people of Turkey, regardless of religion and race, are Turks as regards to citizenship.” 

51 “Thus, notwithstanding its secularism, Kemalism was compelled to sanction 

such nominal Islam as a marker of Turkishness.”52

                                                           
45 Ibid., p. 379. 

 

46 It should be noted that the policy of trying to impose the Turkish language on non-Turkish subjects of the 
Empire was one that had been pursued during the Young Turk era. In this respect, there is some continuity 
between the late Ottoman and Kemalist periods.  
47 Soner Çağaptay, Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk? London: Routledge, 
2006, p. 14. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., p. 15. 
51 Ibid. The same point was also made by Rıfat Bali. Rıfat Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri: Bir 
Türkleştirme Serüveni  1923-1945 [The Jews of the Turkey during Republican Age, A Turkification Adventure 
1923-1945]. Istanbul: İletişim, 1999, p. 542. 
52 Ibid. 
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In the 1930s, with the advent of the Turkish History Thesis,53 ethnicity and race joined 

religion and language as markers of Turkishness. Ottoman Christians, in particular, were 

perceived to be outside Turkishness. Thus religion created an ethno-national boundary 

between Ottoman Christians and Muslims. It is interesting to note that all Muslims, regardless 

of their ethnicities, were considered to be “Turks”, although with a nuanced difference.54

 To summarize, it can be said that during the 1920s, Islam’s pivotal role in the 

formation of Turkish national identity and Turkey’s demographic diversity clashed with 

Kemalism’s understanding of the Turkish nation. While the Kemalists increasingly saw the 

nation as an organic culture, defined through language and culture, this meant that the only 

way Kemalism could deal with those who were non-Turkish was through denial and 

assimilation. Between 1920 and the 1930s, a nationalist and statist ideology tended to exalt 

the “Turkish nation” and “Turkishness”, while no longer welcoming religious minorities in 

Turkey. As this study will show, the xenophobic ideology of those times impacted on 

education policy in ways that have repercussions even today.  

 

 The 1930s witnessed a political period of “Kemalism par excellence”, or in other 

words, authoritarian nationalism. The policies of this era, such as the “Citizen Speak 

Turkish!” campaign and the “Law of Last names”,55

                                                           
53 The Turkish history thesis was built on the idea that Turks had contributed to civilization long before they had 
been incorporated into the Ottoman Empire. They had originated an urban civilization in central Asia from which 
many other civilizations had sprung. They had maintained their cultural identity even after becoming a minority 
in a multi-national empire. It was this identity that would ‘source’ the citizens of the Turkish Republic. In sum, 
this thesis gave the Turks an important role in the development of world civilizations, and it follows from there 
that the legitimacy of the Republic of Turkey could be thus proven by historical fact. For more information on 
this topic, See: Copeaux, Etienne. Tarih Ders Kitaplarında (1931-1993) Türk Tarih Tezinden Türk-İslam 
Sentezine [From the Turkish History Thesis to the Turkish Islamic Synthesis in the Turkish History Textbook 
1931-1993]. Trans. Ali Berktay. Istanbul: Doruk, 2002:159-175. See also : Akman, Ceren. The Launching of The 
Turkish Thesis of History, A Close Textual Analysis. Submitted to the Graduate School of Arts and Social 
Sciences in Partial fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of Master of Arts in History, Sabancı University, 
February 2006.  

 were assimilatory policies specifically 

aimed at non-Muslim citizens. The “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign was launched in 1928 

by a group of students at Istanbul University's Faculty of Law. As part of the campaign, 

posters were hung on walls, bulletins were distributed on the streets and public declarations 

were made advocating that all citizens speak Turkish. The rise of ethnic nationalism 

threatened violent consequences for the non-Muslim population, with the Thrace Pogrom 

54 During the High Kemalist period, although the state sought full assimilation of non-Turkish Muslims, such as 
Kurds, Circassians and the Arabs, it also exercised caution toward these groups. Thus ethnically, a Turkish 
Muslim and a Kurdish Muslim did not enjoy the same level of state accommodation. 
55 On November 24, 1934, Turkey introduced the surname act. In Turkey, this law is called “Soyadı Kanunu”. 
The purpose of this law was to force all people, regardless of their ethnicity or religion, to assume a Turkish last 
name. This law is still applied today, and it is strictly forbidden for Christians or any ethnic minorities to assume 
“non-Turkish names”. These names are by law prohibited in Turkey. 
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being one example of this threat.  In July 1934, an anti-Semitic campaign that began with 

unsigned letters and extreme right publications escalated into physical violence against Jews. 

Jews living in the various provinces of Thrace, such as Çanakkale, Edirne, Kırklareli and 

Tekirdağ, were attacked and beaten, their houses and shops destroyed and their goods stolen. 

Afterwards, most Jews fled to Istanbul and some to Palestine.56

Çağaptay rightfully argues that there is a tension between Islam as a religion and Islam 

as an identity. This is, according to him, due to the overlapping processes of secularism and 

nationalisation in the recent past.

 

57

In the mid-1930s, secularism became controversial because of the dominance of 

militant secularists who criticized practicing Muslims as clericalists and counter-

revolutionaries. Thus the state grew even more radical in its attempts to eliminate all Islamic 

elements. Some even talked of the need for a reformation in Islam, in order to bring it in line 

with modern times.

 Starting in the 1920s, nominal Islam became a marker of 

Turkishness, whereas Islam as a faith was cast outside the public sphere. It is through this 

perspective that one has to judge the ambivalent relation between the Turkish state and 

religion. The fact that all religious elements were eliminated from the school system in the 

1930s was the result of this latter conception of Islam.  

58

During the 1940s, İnönü was President of the Republic (1938-1950) and two major 

crises dominated the political scene. These were World War II and the increasing demand for 

liberal reforms that followed the war.

 

59

                                                           
56 Şule Toktas, ‘Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority’, Journal of 
Historical Sociology, Vol.18, No. 4, December 2005, p. 402. 

 Turkey managed to maintain its neutrality until just 

before the end of the war, at which point it joined the Allies. Inonu did his best to keep Turkey 

out of the war, despite pressure from Nazi Germany and the Western Allies. Although Turkey 

was neutral for most of the period, its internal economic situation deteriorated rapidly as a 

result of the war. Due to imminent threats of invasion by Russia and then Germany, Inonu had 

to mobilise the Turkish Army, putting over one million men under arms and doubling military 

spending. In order to pay for this mobilisation, Inonu introduced various measures, including 

the Capital Levy (Varlık Vergisi) of 1942, which was designed to tax the (previously untaxed) 

commercial wealth in the Republic and to curb the inflationary spiral. Two groups had made 

substantial profits from the war: the large farm owners who had gained from the rise in 

57 Soner Çağaptay, Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk? London: Routledge, 
2006, p. 162. 
58 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey. New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 63. 
59 Stanford J.Shaw & Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Volume II, 
Cambridge Univ. Press: New York, 1977, p. 396. 



75 
 

agricultural prices, and the merchants and middlemen of Istanbul who had benefited from the 

high value of Turkish exports and the shortage of necessary imports. The farmers consisted 

almost entirely of Muslim Turks; the merchants were still largely, although not entirely, 

members of the three minority communities, the Greeks, Jews, and Armenians.60 The taxation 

of people belonging to the second group showed that the most important data determining a 

taxpayer's assessment were his religion and nationality. “The arbitrary nature of these laws 

and brutal way in which they were implemented undermined the citizens' confidence in the 

state and in the ruling party.”61

 In this period, there was growing opposition to the CHP’s autocratic rule. After the 

war, the party split between the conservatives, who wished to retain their privileged position 

as the instrument of modernisation, and a more liberal group arguing that further 

democratisation and liberalisation were essential if Turkey was to take its place among the 

other advanced nations. Thus, as Feroz Ahmad states, the uneasy political alliance between 

the bourgeoisie, landlords and military-civilian bureaucracy that had come into existence 

during the war of liberation had finally broken down as a result of wartime pressures.

 This was particularly true of the big farmers and the Muslim 

and non- Muslim bourgeoisie. Both had accumulated great wealth during the war and they 

may have been grateful to the state for providing the opportunity to do so.  

62 In 

January 1946, four former members of the CHP formed the Democratic Party, in order to 

advocate their ideas. However, the Democrats were unable to develop a systematic program 

of their own in time for the national election of 1946. With little to offer voters beyond simply 

promising to do better, they lost the election.63 After this defeat, the Democrats worked to 

build their program and organisation, with a view to competing more successfully in the next 

elections, scheduled for 1950. In the interim, they continued to criticise the CHP, demanding 

an end to government monopolies, encouragement of private enterprise, a balanced budget 

and tax reduction. Along with these policies addressing the nation's economic problems, the 

Democrats campaigned for the introduction of religion courses in formal education. The 

results of the 1950 elections astonished even the Democrats. With 90 percent of the voters 

going to the polls, Democratic candidates received 53.3 percent of the vote, the CHP only 

39.9 percent, the Nation Party 3 percent, and various independents 3.8 percent.64

 In sum, between 1920 and 1940, education policy was shaped by these specific 
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political events but showed, in general, a continuation of the principles set out by the early 

Kemalist policies. It was not until after the 1940s that, as part of its liberalisation program, the 

CHP relaxed its position on religion education in schools. This was largely due to the 

government’s acknowledgement of rural, conservative discontent with the existing situation. 

In the next section, I turn my attention directly to the problem of religion education during 

this same period.  

 

3.2.1 ‘Law of Unification of Instruction’ and developments in religion instruction,  

1920-1950  

 The Law of Unification of Instruction (1924) was one of the first legislative acts of the 

new Turkish republic, following the demise of the multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire in 1922.65 A 

highly important reform of education, the law was passed alongside the expatriation of the 

Ottoman dynasty, and the abolition of the Caliphate and Ministry of Islamic Affairs and 

Foundations.66 Under the new law, all religious schools managed by the Ministry of Islamic 

Affairs and Foundations were transferred to the Ministry of Education. In addition, all science 

and education institutes—except for military academies—were brought under the jurisdiction 

of the Ministry of Education.67 Henceforth, the state would supervise all personnel, policies 

and curricula. According to Kaplan, these moves reflected the government view that the 

Ottoman Empire had lacked a unified system of education. The Ottoman system had 

conflicting ideological and pedagogical goals, and prevented the Turkish people from 

realising themselves as a nation. In other words, “only a single educational system could 

articulate those cultural and moral characteristics that distinguish one people from others”68

 As a result of this particular law, subsequent reforms tended to marginalise Islam in 

school curricula and/or reconfigure it as a modernising faith that stood against fanaticism. The 

first direct consequence of the law occurred when the Ministry of Education took over 479 

medreses (religious schools), which, until then, had been administered by the Sharia and Pious 

Foundations Ministry. These schools were closed in 1924 and replaced by 29 Pastor and 

Preacher Schools (İmam ve Hatip Mektepleri/Okulları). Kaplan notes that the number of these 

 

while at the same time, securing the unity of the nation itself. 
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İmam Hatip schools dropped to 20 by 1926 and in 1927 only two schools remained. By 1930, 

they had been completely abandoned.69 It was argued at the time that these schools were 

closed down due to the very little interest of the public in getting education in these schools. 

However, Ayhan argues that although it was partly true, another major reason was due to the 

non-existence of the secondary level of the school and of course the limited amount of job 

possibilities after graduating these schools.70 Ayhan goes on to suggest that the closing of 

İmam ve Hatip Mektepleri should be related to the alphabet reform in 1928 and to the general 

secularization of society.71 Thus a second major consequence of the Law occurred in 1928, 

when Latin characters and Western numerals were officially mandated, while Arabic and 

Persian courses were eliminated from the curriculum by the 1929-1930 school year. In spite of 

these developments, the government established a Faculty of Theology in Istanbul 

Darülfünun; it closed in 1933, to be replaced by Istanbul University. The new law’s third 

consequence was the removal of religion courses from primary and secondary schools in 

1927, with the exception of village primary schools where religion courses (for one hour each 

week) continued until 1940.72

 In 1924, a primary school religion course titled “Kur’an-i Kerim and Religion 

Courses” had been taught in classes (except for the first grade). The plan for one such course, 

given for two hours each week, was described as follows: “After teaching the students the 

Kur’an alphabet, Kur’an is going to be taught in the courses. The teacher will try to enliven 

the spirit of Islam through telling episodes from Muhammed’s life.”

 

73

 From 1926, religion courses were offered from the third grade onwards and reduced to 

one hour per week. The aim of the course was revised as:  

  

Where possible, teachers will work to eradicate incorrect religious ideas and 
superstitious beliefs. Children will learn to appreciate Islam and Islamic authorities 
through accounts of Islamic stories and good deeds. But there will be no Islamic 
fanaticism in the teaching or course materials. In true religion, there is no place for 
seeing the temporal life as worthless and therefore living in a state of dependence and 
idleness. There is nothing wrong, from a religious point of view, in pursuing the joy, 
well-being and wealth.74
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Analysing the religion courses in the 1924 curricula, Doğan concludes that the state aimed to 

abolish opinions that were deemed (in official discourses) to be ‘erroneous’, and to enlist the 

courses in overall efforts to modernize Turkish society.75

 By the 1930s, religion education had become an optional course that was offered to 

students whose parents gave consent. The course was designed for fifth graders in urban 

schools, and taught for half an hour per week.

 

76

 In light of these developments, many Turkish intellectuals and politicians expressed 

their personal views on the matter. An examination of these views shows that two questions 

recurred. Was secularism compatible with any kind of state religion education? And did 

religion education present an obstacle to modernization? There was little or no mention of 

issues relating to religion education and religious minorities. Most likely, this was because the 

Lausanne Treaty had guaranteed special arrangements for religious minorities in Turkey. The 

state was required to meet all the possible demands made by these minorities. For instance, 

according to article 40, non-Muslim minorities could, theoretically, open schools and other 

establishments for instruction and education, with the right to use their own language and 

freely practice their religion in the classroom.

 However, the government suspended this 

course in 1933. In 1939, it ceased to be offered in village schools, 1930 in high schools, and 

1931 in teacher schools. Thus by 1939 religion courses were completely left out from formal 

education system. 

77

Against the background of secularization efforts, the view that religion had caused the 

Muslim world to lag behind Western civilizations gained some currency. Ahmet Cevdet 

strongly opposed this view, arguing that this ‘lag’ was due to the poor quality of education in 

 Thus, non-Muslims could send their children 

to the minority schools or teach them their religions through other means, such as wakfs or 

other schools established under the terms of the Treaty of Lausanne. Effectively, this meant 

that the interests of non-Muslim students were not taken into account in state-delivered 

education. Politicians did not stop to reflect on the fact that some non-Muslim students did 

attend state schools and therefore might be disadvantaged by a voluntary religion course that 

catered only to the interests of Muslims. Contrary to the Tanzimat modernisation program, 

state efforts to secularise Turkey did not aim to incorporate non-Muslims into society. It was 

nationalism, rather than secularism, that structured society. 
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general, and did not require a ban on religion education.78 Another person who agreed with 

Cevdet on this topic was Hamdullah Suphi. At the 7th CHP Conference, Suphi argued that 

Turkey should have reformed their medreses, just as England, Germany and France had 

reformed their seminaries, citing the examples of Oxford, Cambridge, The Sorbonne and 

Heidelberg universities, all of which had originally been seminaries. Moreover, he viewed the 

Ottoman medreses to be equal to the European seminaries and therefore, likely to succeed as 

reformed higher education institutions. In sum, Suphi was very much against the 

secularization efforts in the educational field, which he thought to be irreligionism.79 As 

though proving Suphi’s thoughts, the last minister of education of the single-party regime, 

Tahsin Banguoğlu said in his memoirs that the education in those times was not secular but 

more of a materialist/positivist kind, where any concept associated with religion was harshly 

put aside although it was being constantly said that secularism was not irreligionism.80

The fourth and a last consequence of the Law of Unification of Education was that 

minority and foreign schools, previously run according to international treaties and 

agreements, were placed under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education and forced to 

remove religion courses from their curricula and to include Turkish language, Turkish History, 

Geography and Civics courses.

 

Another point that took attention was the state control over Islam. Halide Edip Adıvar also 

commented on the topic, asserting that the religion education of children could be better left 

to an autonomous authority like the non-Muslims foundations (wakfs) in Turkey. But it seems 

that this idea was not seen as a viable option for that time. 

81

 Kaplan argues that all of these developments; the abolition of the Caliphate, the 

separation of schools from religious institutions, the exclusion of religious content from 

school curricula, together with the 1928 amendment to the Constitution which removed the 

clause “The religion of the Turkish State is the Islamic religion”, were basic steps to the 

realization of secularism.

 In other words, the government sought to nationalize and 

‘Turkify’ the schools attended by non-Muslim minorities. 

82

 In 1942, the Second Educational Congress addressed the question of whether morality 

education (ahlak eğitimi) should be taught from the first grade onwards. Some members 

 Taken together, these developments, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, brought about the elimination of religion courses from formal education. 
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argued for it, on the grounds that moral corruption was sweeping the Turkish youth. The 

Education Minister, Hasan Ali Yücel, opposed claims that moral corruption was rife. 

However, he did acknowledge the potential of such training to create a model of ideal 

citizenship and bring citizens together for that purpose. At the end of the congress, a report 

was published and distributed. Titled “The principles of individual and societal Turkish 

morality”, the report listed twenty-three articles, setting out the ideal characteristics that each 

citizen should have.83 However, there was no information or structured method as to how 

these ideals were to be implemented in schools. The report recommended that these ideals 

should be transmitted to students at every phase of education, implying that this was a generic 

problem for the whole of education, rather than a separate concern or program. Moreover 

Parmaksızoğlu notes that “morality”, as conceived by this Congress, was more of a lay term 

than a religious one. 84

Towards the end of the 1940s, however, a more positive attitude was adopted towards 

the incorporation of religion courses into the education system. In July 1947, the Ministry of 

Education decreed that religion education could be conducted in private dershanes that would 

be monitored by the state. The instruction had to be in Turkish and all children who had 

completed five years of primary education were eligible to attend the dershanes. However, it 

soon became apparent that there was a legal problem about the compatibility of private 

dershanes with existing laws. Therefore, the dershanes could never start education. 

 

 The debates that took place at the CHP Seventh Gathering (1947) illustrated the 

changing approach to religion education albeit the existence of some enduring oppositions. 

MPs such as Vehbi Dayıbaş, Abdülkadir Güney, Sinan Tekelioğlu and Şükrü Nayman spoke 

fervently of the need to incorporate voluntary religion courses into the curricula.85 In the 

minutes of the General Meeting, Karpuzoğlu noted the rumours circulating in various groups 

that if religion instruction were to be granted, then the Alevis would make further demands.86
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Karpuzoğlu condemned such thinking, and his remarks remain important in two respects. 

First (and in fact, as the rumours indicate), his remarks suggest that religion education was 

actually designed for Sunni Muslims. Secondly, we learn that there was at least some concern 

about the audience of the religion education by some circles. This second point can be seen 
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better when looked at the writings of the journalists at the Cumhuriyet Journal, known for its 

leftist stance. In an article titled Sarığa Hasret (Longing for Sarık87), Nadir Nadi argues that it 

is wrong for the state to take over the governance of Islam through the ‘Ministry of Religious 

Affairs’. For Nadi, this can only be done by an autonomous institution, if religion is to remain 

truly in the realm of conscience. Moreover, he claims that the Ministry totally ignores the 

Alevis and their religious concerns, and then does further injustice by using Alevi citizens’ 

money.88 This argument suggests that religious affairs should be handed over to the religious 

denominations. MP Vehbi Eral pursued the same line during parliamentary debates about 

teachers’ pay, insisting that parents who opt for religious education for their children should 

cover the relevant teacher salaries. Moreover, he argued that this proposal should apply to all 

religions; otherwise secularist principles and the state commitment to equality between 

religions would be jeopardized.89

 In the end, these various concerns, especially the ones regarding Alevis, were readily 

dismissed by Hamdullah Suphi Tanrıover when he stated that religion education in schools 

would cover only the essentials of Islam.

  

90 Although maybe with no deliberate ill intentions, 

this argument which claims that the religion education can be done by avoiding 

denominational (mezhepsel91

 

) concerns, has led to a general avoidance, in Turkey, of any 

religious denomination outside Sunnism. 

3.2.2 Re-introduction of religion courses in Turkish curricula: 1949 

 During this period, it became obvious that there was a growing popular demand for 

religion education. Some CHP MPs declared that if they did not implement some kind of 

religion instruction in schools, they would not win the next elections. Other people claimed 

that religion courses were needed to prevent society from becoming communist. In 1949, the 

government moved to meet these challenges by passing a decree setting out its plans in seven 

main principles.92

The decree confirmed that from 15

 
th

                                                           
87 Sarık designates turban that is wrapped around fez (hats). The title implies the longing of the writer for the 
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 February 1949, religion courses would be taught 
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on a voluntary basis for 4th and 5th

In the educational institutions of our country which is secular, it is out of question to 
teach any religious or denominational (mezhepsel) information in a compulsory way. 
Because of this, it is a principle that these courses are given on voluntary basis. No 
teacher or student will be forced to teach or take the course. Religion courses will not 
be taken into account for the passing of the grade.  

 graders in primary schools. The courses were scheduled in 

the middle of the day (and not to the end or the beginning of the school day), which 

encouraged a higher attendance. These classes were not going to be added to course schedules 

at times which would make attendance possible. The second principle says that; 

 
This second principle is important to keep in mind because its account of secularism and 

religion education would change tremendously in the following decades. Whereas compulsory 

religion courses had once been unthinkable and incompatible with constitutional secularism, 

they would become the norm a few decades later. 

The fourth principle in the decree states that parents would give written consent, a 

petition, if they wanted their children to attend this course. The sixth principle states as 

follows:  

“It will not be permitted to cause inappropriate quarrels and offences between the 
families whose children are taking the course and between families who due to their 
thought, belief and denominational differences choose not to send their children to 
have this education.”93

 
  

This principle is also important because it shows an awareness of the possible enmities 

that the voluntary course could ignite between members of different religious groups and thus 

demand attention from school governments. 

As village schooling lasted only three years, the children who resided in villages had 

no access to the course, as it started at the 4th grade level. This was a problem awaiting 

parliamentary attention and some concrete solution.94 In a report prepared for the government, 

Akseki says that “the religion course has proved to be of no use to the children and indeed, 

some students have found it derisory. Many teachers consider themselves secularists and 

therefore, refuse to teach the course. If the course is voluntary for both teachers and students, 

then such reactions hardly come as a surprise.”95

Despite these shortcomings, Parmaksızoğlu noted that the public response to the 

courses was quite positive. Referring to a survey conducted by the state to evaluate the 
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participation rate to the religion courses, he concluded that in 1949-1950 education year, out 

of 414.447 pupils of 4th and 5th grades 2797 Muslim and 3002 non-Muslims opted out making 

5799 students in total, which meant only 1% of the students did not want to take this course.96

Although only the parents who wanted their children to go to the classes were 

supposedly obliged to petition the school, Banguoğlu, the Ministry of Education noted the 

following contradictory situation:  

  

“We had circulated letters for religion courses. These classes were going to be 
voluntary. But the consent belonged to the parents. The parents who did not want their 
children to take this course were supposed to write a letter to the school. I remember, 
at the end, they brought me this one letter from a professor who was teaching at 
Ankara University. We had especially advised that these courses should not be forced 
in Alevi villages. However all Alevis sent their children. Some Armenians living in 
Sivas too wanted to send their children, we were glad.”97

 
 

From the above passage, it is clear that parents who did not want to send their children 

had to write letters. Although at first glance, this may seem a small detail, it may also partly 

explain the huge participation in the course. Banguoğlu’s statement about the application may 

also be true, given that the decree changed the following year, making it obligatory for parents 

who did not want to send their children to write to the school government.  

The year 1949 marked the end of CHP dominance in the Turkish political scene. 

Although there was wide acceptance of the idea that secularism and voluntary religion 

education could be compatible, there were still some fervent counter arguments.  

 

3.2.3 The situation of minority schools during the single party regime, 1923-1950 

 The number of minorities decreased tremendously during the single party regime. In 

1927, there were 13.269.939 Muslims, whereas the number of non-Muslims was 378.664.  Yet 

by 1955, the Muslim population amounted to 23.804.048, and that of non-Muslims to 

260,715. A large portion of the Greek population had left for Greece during a population 

exchange98
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which led to the closure of their schools in different parts of Anatolia. The same was true of 

Armenians schools. Due to the forced emigration of thousands of Armenians from Anatolian 

cities such as Van, Erzurum, Diyarbakır and Kayseri, many of their schools also closed. Only 

a couple of schools remained in Istanbul and a few other cities.  

 By 1928, the total population of all the students in all minority schools had fallen to 

17,329.99 One reason for this sharp decrease, other than that of the general decline in non-

Muslim numbers, was that these schools were not allowed to offer foreign languages, a 

subject considered crucial by most parents in order to be successful in business life.100 

Therefore many non-Muslims left these schools and preferred to enrol to schools offering 

foreign languages, such as Galatasaray Lisesi, or to schools belonging to the Christian 

missionaries. Although in party programmes, decrees and semi-official institutions, all 

nationals of the Turkish Republic were considered ‘Turks’. Yet in laws and regulations 

regarding minority schools, non-Muslims were regularly discussed in the context of foreign 

schools, leaving the impression that non-Muslims were not considered as Turks.101

 Inevitably, the radical secularism of the republic affected the curricula of minority 

schools, bringing further demands for these schools. Through the laws and regulations of 

1925 and 1926, the numbers of religion classes offered in minority and foreign schools were 

decreased and religious icons/symbols found in school buildings were strictly banned.

  

102 It 

was forbidden to make any religious propaganda in schools. School textbooks that had 

pictures of Saints were prohibited. The schools, which did not abide by these rules, were 

closed down. A French school that disregarded these new laws were closed down and Italian 

and French schools that did not take down cross signs were closed until they took them 

down.103
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 However religion education would not be banned from these establishments until 

1936, as the Treaty of Lausanne specifically allowed the teaching of religion in these 
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institutions.104 Yet these new laws (1924 Law of Unification of Instruction, and the 1925,1926 

legislations), in a clear attempt to rationalize the education system, promised greater state 

control over all institutions of education in Turkey.105

 In June 1924, the Ministry of Education presented all Jewish elementary schools with 

the option of either teaching in Turkish, or 'in their mother tongue,' which it declared was 

Hebrew. This was a clever move, as very few Turkish Jews were familiar with Hebrew as a 

living language and almost all spoke Judeo-Spanish. It is also obvious that the decree intended 

to displace French as the language of instruction for the Jews. The same requirement for the 

Greeks and Armenians would not have been problematic, as both minorities used their 

respective mother tongues, Greek and Armenian, as the language of instruction in their 

schools.

 For instance, in the case of the Jewish 

population, the principle of secularism was used to justify the ban on Jewish religion and 

history courses. This prompted some Jewish community leaders to take the initiative and offer 

private religion lessons in synagogues.  

106

The loophole that allowed Turkish citizens to attend foreign schools, such as French 

ones, was closed (at the elementary instruction level) in 1931. Under the new law, no Turkish 

citizen could attend foreign elementary schools. This was clearly a part of the larger process 

of creating a unitary national elementary education system in Turkey.

 

107

By the end of the single party regime, ‘Turkification’, one of the aims of the Law on 

the Unification of education, had been achieved. In 1927, there were 82,000 Jewish people in 

the country and 5,459 students in 23 minority schools. By 1945, out of a population of 77,000 

Jews, 2,623 students were attending the minority primary schools.

 

108 As for the Armenian 

schools, there were only 19 of them. Bali rightfully argues that this sharp decrease in the 

Jewish schools, as compared to other communities, may reflect either a more extreme 

pressure put on Jews to ‘Turkify’ or the relatively intensive Jewish attempts to respond to this 

pressure.109

The 1938 school directive decreed that Turkish teachers who were working in minority 
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schools and teaching Turkish and culture courses were to be given larger salaries than other 

teachers.110 This factor contributed to the closure of some minority schools that could not 

afford these additional amounts for Turkish teachers.111 Another issue which clearly 

disadvantaged minority schools, even after the religion education was prohibited in minority 

schools, was the directive prohibiting religious inculcation. At first glance, this might seem a 

necessary part of the unification of instruction. However, the application of religion education 

in state schools demonstrated otherwise. The same directive read as follows: It is forbidden to 

inculcate students with religious ideas that differ into the minds of students different from 

their own beliefs; students’ original religions; and for this reason it is also forbidden to use 

any books which promote religion.112

 

 Yet in non-minority schools, Sunnism and Islamism 

were encouraged in both latent and sometimes explicit ways, without considering the Alevis 

and non-Muslims who attended these schools. Clauses 6 and 7 (of the same directive) decreed 

that minority and foreign school textbooks must also keep in line with state policies. 

Moreover in the minority schools, alongside the school directors who belonged to the religion 

of the schools, there were vice-directors who must be of 'Turkish' and 'Muslim' origin. Their 

duties were to monitor the school and confirm its compliance with state regulations. It is clear 

that these various measures indicated a state distrust of the minority schools. In 1942, the 

Capital Levy was invoked to tax 88 minority schools on the pretext that they were private 

places of business. These tax payments were not demanded from private Turkish schools.   

3.2.4. Alevis and religion courses 

 Alevis in Turkey did not benefit from the minority rights granted to Greeks, 

Armenians and Jews. In fact, this had never become an issue for Alevis, probably because 

when the Republic was first established, they made no demand for recognition as a separate 

faith or religious group. Alevis had given full support for the establishment of the republic. In 

comparison to the Abdulhamid era, secularism had diminished the pressure on Alevis. 

Nonetheless, under the Republic, they retained a secondary status compared to the Sunni 

Muslims. Military units provided regular reports on the Kurds living in the east, and now also 

prepared reports on Alevis, especially Alevi Kurds in the same region. One such report, 

prepared by Jandarma Umum Kumandanlığı (Gendarmerie General Command) in 1930, 
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stated that there was a deep difference between being Turkish and being Alevi, the latter 

described as kızılbaş113 and argued that Alevis dislike to the extent of despiting the Turks. The 

report was open in its adherence to Sunnism. The attitude of the state towards Alevis in 1930s, 

when secularism was at its peak point, is important in showing the extent of pro-Sunni 

position that the state adopted. At first, the law of unification of education, along with the 

abolition of the caliphate and religion courses, seemed to open up new possibilities for the 

Alevis. However, as part of the secularisation policies, the tekkes, zaviyes and dergahs were 

closed. These places were not exclusively lodges for orthodox sufi brotherhoods, but also 

some of them had been the places where unofficial religious education was offered for 

heterodox branches of Islam, including Alevism. This further marginalised Alevi cultural 

practices and traditions. Officially, the Koran schools also closed, although they did not cease 

to exist. Moreover, mosques continued to be places of both worship and education. However, 

mosque education did not benefit the Alevis, who see their cemevis, rather than the mosques, 

as places of worship. In the religion textbooks used until 1939, there is no mention of Alevis 

or Alevism; it has been argued that Atatürk himself demanded that the textbooks should be 

written according to the Sunni-Hannefi doctrine.114

  In 1947, the Ministry of Education called for the production of a religion textbook for 

use in the envisaged private educational institutions known as the dershanes. The textbook 

that came out n 1948 and titled “Müslüman Çocuğunun Kitabı”, created a huge outcry against 

its perceived communism and dervishism, and the inclusion of poems written by Pir Sultan 

Abdal, a famous Alevi leader. In addition, the book offered information on mysticism. It was 

condemned by so many religious leaders and politicians that the Prime Minister at the time, 

Hakan Saka, was forced to criticize the Ministry of Education for producing such a book. The 

Ministry was also forced to issue a press release explaining that the book had been an 

experiment, rather than anything intended for actual use. This episode makes clear that most 

of the politicians and religious leaders of Sunni origin would not tolerate even the slightest 

deviation from the teachings of Islam.

  

115

                                                           
113 See footnote 115 of Chapter 2 for the meaning of ‘kızılbaş’. 

 Moreover, it is difficult to substantiate Banguoğlu’s 

argument that there were Alevis who sent their children to voluntary religion courses offered 

at the elementary school level in a mere willing way. The reason of this attendance could be 

more complicated and manifold, from peer pressure to the non-existence of any kind of 

religion education in the reach of Alevis which might lead them to want to learn at least learn 
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the main teachings of Islam. This issue will be elaborated on in the coming chapters.  

 Finally in 1949, there appeared a rather offending statement for Alevis in the 

introduction of a religious publication distributed by the Ministry of Religious Affairs, and 

this issue has been brought up by the editor of the Vatan Journal, Ahmet Emin Yalman.116 In 

the book titled “Batınilerin ve Karmatilerin İç Yüzü” [The hidden side of Batınis and 

Karmatis] Alevis were portrayed as degenerate and deviant in ways that defied true Islam. The 

book contained ascribed many denigrating practices to Alevis, such as incest, and wife-

sharing in their rituals.117 Yalman condemned both this publication and the Ministry of 

Religious Affairs who published this book and argued that the publication itself was against 

secularism and the freedom of religion. In relation to this particular episode, there were 

reports that dedes in Kahramanmaraş tried to write a letter of complaint to the Directorate of 

Religious Affairs, but the outcome of the letter is unknown.118

 

 Although it is possible catch 

occasional glimpses of Alevi reactions to events like these, we lack sufficient documentation 

to provide a thorough written account of Alevi concerns in this particular period. 

3.3 Transition to the multi-party System in Turkey and religious minorities during the 

Democratic Party government (1950-1980) 

 The Democratic Party’s election victory in May 1950 was a turning point in modern 

Turkish political history. The DP held an overwhelming majority in the parliament (408 seats 

against CHP’s 69). The new assembly selected Celal Bayar as president of the republic, while 

the post of prime minister went to the popular Adnan Menderes. The DP saw itself as the 

representative of the ‘national will’ (milli irade)—a term used endlessly by DP leaders—with 

a mission to transform the country.119 In the DP vision of democracy, this “national will” gave 

the Democrats absolute power and legitimacy to do whatever they deemed necessary. 

Although the Democrats claimed to believe in the ideals of democracy, their perception of it 

was rather crude. “They failed to shed the anti-democratic mentality of the single party period 

which brooked no opposition from any quarter, including within the party itself”.120

 Since the party’s foundation, the Democrats had been vigorously supported free 

market economics. Upon entering government, they immediately set about implementing 
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liberalization policies.121 The DP’s economic success guaranteed it mass support, especially in 

the countryside. Moreover, the central theme of the CHP campaign—the lack of freedom and 

the government's authoritarian tendencies—had little credibility coming, as it did, from a 

party so closely identified with the authoritarian regime of the past. On 2 May 1954, the DP 

increased its share of vote (from 53.6 to 58.4 percent), while the CHP share dropped from 

39.9 to 35.1 percent.122 The 1954 elections had been a great success for Menderes. His 

policies seemed to be vindicated by the economic boom and the peasants now massively 

supported him. However in the following years, economic decline slowly began to erode 

support for the Democratic Party. “This was due partly to a real deterioration in standards of 

living but it was also true that there had been an explosive rise in the average villagers’ 

expectations of material improvement, which the government could not meet”.123

 In the early 1950s, many observers believed that with the democratization of Turkey, 

government policies on minority populations would also become more liberal. In the new 

government program, the party's understanding of nationalism was based on the concept of 

“citizenship” as defined through shared history, culture and ideals.

 

124 Any citizen, regardless 

of his/her race and religion, was regarded as a Turk. By promising equality and freedom, the 

DP program attracted most of the non-Muslim minority vote. In the 1946 election, most Jews 

voted for the Democratic Party in protest at the Capital Tax imposed by the ruling CHP.125 It 

is true that during this period, discriminatory policies towards religious minorities were 

substantially relaxed. For instance, as of 1945 non-Muslims could be admitted to military 

academies, and they began to be recruited to the professional cadres of the Turkish military. In 

another example, the law stating that minority schools must be monitored by an official from 

the Ministry of Interior Affairs was scrapped in 1949. The general attitude towards non-

Muslims was seemingly more tolerant. Almost all non-Muslims who used their voting rights 

voted DP in the 1950 and 1954 elections.126 Traditionally reticent to discuss politics openly, 

non-Muslim religious and community leaders talked up the DP during this period, boosting 

the vote.127
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members of parliament, all from Istanbul and actively working in parliamentary 

committees.128

 As noted in the previous section, the regime's attitude to religion had become 

extremely repressive in the 1930s and 1940s. It was only after the introduction of multi-party 

politics that both parties began to court the Muslim vote. Even the CHP became more tolerant 

of religion after the seventh party congress in 1947, reintroducing elective religious education 

in schools and training establishments for preachers. Ankara University announced the 

establishment of a Faculty of Divinity and in 1949, the tombs and shrines were allowed to 

reopen.  

  

 After gaining power, the Democrats continued the CHP policy of relaxing restrictions 

on expressions of religious feeling, and making concessions to the Muslim population. The 

call to prayer in Arabic was made legal again and religious education was expanded. There 

was a marked rise in the number of mosques being built and the sale of religious literature 

was allowed again.129

 The relaxation of secularist policies under the DP made Islam much more prominent in 

everyday life in the cities. At the same time, massive urbanization reduced rural isolation and 

generally made the countryside more visible.

  

130 In contrast to the strict exclusion of Islam 

from the public sphere during the early republican period, the DP legitimized Islam and rural 

values. Mardin interprets these developments and the DP’s electoral success as victory of a 

periphery made up of grassroots and the counter-official culture.131 DP representatives were 

younger, often had local roots in their constituencies, were less likely to have a university 

education, and far more likely to have a background in commerce or law.132 According to 

Toktaş, this development not only shook the balance of the traditional Ottoman Turkish polity, 

which had traditionally preserved a strong state by strengthening the center against the 

periphery but also provided unintended consequences for non-Muslims.133

 Through the state projects of secularization and modernization undertaken by the CHP, 

Islamic identity was suppressed, although being Muslim remained one of the essential criteria 

of Turkishness. The revival of Islam under DP rule did not change this fact; meaning that 
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Islam was still considered as one of the prominent markers of Turkish identity. What changed 

under the DP however is that Islam came to be more repeatedly used as a social and cultural 

benchmark for politics together with the more frequent practice of religious liberties in the 

public sphere. Effectively, this meant that non-Muslims were also under less pressure to 

secularize.  They were able to make to the most of their communal rights, which were defined 

in loose relation to religious rights. This trend was confirmed for Jews in 1953, with the first 

appointment to the Chief Rabbinate by the state since the foundation of the republic.134

 Toktaş, who interprets these developments using a center-periphery analogy, argues 

that non-Muslims were part of the periphery. Similar to the countryside, which was suspected 

as being separatist due to several rebellions against the Turkish state in the 1920s and 30s, 

non-Muslims were also consigned to the periphery with similar suspicions cast on them due to 

their past history in the National War of Independence. The policies of the CHP therefore not 

only set limitations in Islam transgressing the public sphere, but also restricted other religious 

groups within society. When the DP created a public space for Islam, enabling peripheral 

elements and the rural masses to challenge the state elites, then non-Muslims, as elements of 

periphery, also found a more liberal environment for their communal identities. 

 

 However, with respect to the definition of nation, similar changes failed to materialize. 

During the early republican period, nation-building and secularization were complimentary 

parts of Turkish modernization, and the construction of modern citizenship necessitated 

Islamic identity to be truncated. This created a complicated situation for non-Muslim 

minorities. Although they were not Muslim and therefore had no Islamic identity to be curbed, 

they still fell outside received definitions of Turkishness. The exclusion of non-Muslims from 

this definition continued during the DP period. “It seems that though Islam was an issue to be 

dealt with in Turkish politics either in the form of prohibition or permission in the public 

sphere as well as a criteria for Turkishness both during the CHP and DP periods until 1960s, 

the status of non-Muslims was more susceptible to the center periphery cleavage than was 

Islam.”135 “Therefore, setting the center periphery relation instead of Islam as an independent 

variable of the construction of citizenship provides an explanatory key to the changing milieu 

of non-Muslim citizenship in the 1950s.”136

 To put it in another way, it can be concluded that the ‘zones of Turkishness’ that 

Çağaptay, talked about proved to be so strong and so embedded in the Turkish culture that it 
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proved almost impossible to alter this conceptualization of Turkishness that marginalized non-

Muslims, albeit with political differences in different political conjunctures. Indeed, it is 

possible that the exclusionary dimension of Turkish nationalism actually took shape during 

this populist era of the 1950s.137

 By the end of 1953, the relationship between non-Muslims and the DP had worsened. 

The DP purposefully complicated the workings of community leaders and stopped the 

cooperation between them.

 

138

 The DP pursued populist policies, and during the conflict over Cyprus, it frequently 

utilized a nationalist discourse. The party adopted a hard-line foreign policy against Greece. 

The Cyprus conflict also had implications for domestic politics. The Greek minority living in 

Turkey was accused of taking sides with both Greece and the Greek Cypriots in anti-Turkish 

Cypriot violence on the island. In 1955, following rumours that the house where Atatürk was 

born in Salonika was burning, DP propaganda against Greeks (both in Greece and in Turkey) 

grew more strident.

 Newspapers reported that people who wished to volunteer for 

military service or enrol in the Piyade (Infantry) School (a special school for training 

executive military personnel) had to be of Turkish race. Applicants who were converts to 

Islam or whose mothers were non-Muslims were rejected. It was true that the numbers of non-

Muslim reserve officers had increased, but they were rarely assigned strategic positions. Most 

non-Muslim officers were used as doctors, translators or engineers. Officers were forbidden to 

marry non-Muslims or foreigners. Other than the military sector, it was difficult for non-

Muslims to find employment in public offices. Apart from those who had fled to Turkey from 

Germany, non-Muslims were forbidden to work in academia. Relations between non-Muslim 

minorities and the government grew more strained as it became clear that the DP view of 

minorities was not very different than that of the CHP. The DP’s seemingly liberal minority 

policy proved to be one of political expedience related to foreign policy concerns and party 

tactics. In 1954, the intensification of disputes over Cyprus brought a complete end to the 

goodwill that the DP government had previously shown to non-Muslim minorities.  

139
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shops, attacking minority schools, insulting NATO commissioned Greek officers on the 

streets of Izmir, and burning down the residence of the Orthodox patriarch. Depending on the 

source, it is possible to reach different conclusions about the extent of harm and damage 

caused by these uprisings. According to an official Turkish source, there were attacks on 

4,214 houses, 1,004 workplaces, 73 churches, 1 synagogue, 2 monasteries, 26 schools140 and 

5,137 business establishments such as hotels, bars and factories. There were a number of 

injuries (between 300 and 600) and 11 deaths.141

 Although the DP government blamed communists and outside agitators for the 

violence, it soon became obvious that the events of 6-7 September had been planned by the 

government with the cooperation of the secret service and local party activists, and state-

administered organizations such as student unions and youth associations, syndicates and the 

KTC (Kıbrıs Türk Cumhuriyeti) Association of Turkish Cypriots. 

 The government paid some compensation to 

the victims of the violence, but these events may be seen as a major cause of non-Muslim 

emigration during the 1960s. Specifically, many Greeks emigrated from Turkey to Greece, 

while a number of Jews went to Israel. 

 The 1957 elections showed some loss of support for the DP in the countryside, but the 

party managed to hold on to the majority of the village population.142 Between 1955 and 

1960, the DP resorted to an appeal to religious sentiment, regularly publicizing the numbers of 

mosques and religious schools opened under the DP government. During this period, relations 

between the military and the DP worsened until finally, in 1960, five years after the riots, the 

ruling Democratic Party was brought down by a military coup.  For reasons that are beyond 

the scope of this study, the DP leaders were put on trial by military court, resulting in the 

execution of three DP members, including Prime Minister Adnan Menderes.143

                                                           
140 Dilek Güven, Cumhuriyet Dönemi Azınlık Politikaları Bağlamında 6-7 Eylül Olayları [6-7 September Events 
in the context of Minority Policies during Republican Era]. Istanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yay, 2005,  p. 36. 

 A Constituent 

Assembly, made up of representatives from civic organizations and a military commander, 

was established in order to draft a new constitution. The Assembly also included single 

representatives from each recognized minority group, one Armenian, one Greek and one Jew. 

The 1961 Constitution promoted a more democratic government by creating an effective 

system of checks and balances to limit the power of the selected assemblies. It also expanded 

the scope of citizenship and included measures to safeguard the basic elements of civil 

society, such as the right to organize, freedom of the press, public speech and political 

141 Ibid., p. 40. 
142 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 230. 
143 Ali Tuna Kuyucu, “Ethno-Religious ‘unmixing’ of ‘Turkey’: 6-7 September riots as a case in Turkish 
nationalism.” Nations and Nationalism 11 (2005), p. 362. 
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participation. The constitution aspired to a more liberal conception of citizenship than that of 

the early republican period. Yet despite these specific measures to broaden political 

participation, there were no non-Muslim deputies in Parliament for over 30 years.144  

 Although it was temporarily settled, the Cyprus problem continued to plague Greek-

Turkish relations. 145 During the 1960s, Turkey began to deploy the ‘Constantinopolitan Greek 

factor’ in its diplomatic confrontations with Greece.146 Thus on 24 March 1964, the list of the 

first Greeks deportees was announced in the Turkish press. The Turks claimed that the 

expulsions were aimed at individual Greeks involved in activities that threatened Turkey’s 

internal and external security. Many deportees were accused of smuggling foreign currency or 

sending money to Greek terrorists in Cyprus. Soon however, it became evident that the 

deportees were often highly respected individuals who had no previous involvement with the 

authorities. Nonetheless, more than 6,000 Greeks who held Greek nationality were deported 

from Turkey by 1965.147 However, sensing a precarious future, Greeks with Turkish passports 

also began to leave Istanbul in great numbers. In October 1964, the Cumhuriyet Journal 

reported that in addition to the Greek subjects already expelled, some 30,000 Turkish 

nationals of Greek descent had left Turkey permanently.148

 In the late 1960s and early 1970s, there were frequent confrontations between rightist 

and leftist groups, leading to an alarming rise in political violence. The AP (Adalet 

Partisi/Justice Party), established as an heir to the shuttered DP, came to power in the 1960s. 

The old center-periphery divisions reappeared during this period and both civilian bureaucrats 

and the military grew distrustful of the Justice Party’s capacity to prevent political terrorism. 

In 1971, these factors led to the second military intervention to take place in modern Turkish 

history. As a result, constitutional amendments were enacted to strengthen the executive and 

 Thus, the year 1964 witnessed an 

exodus of the Greek population. 

                                                           
144 Şule Toktaş, “Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority.” Journal of 
Historical Sociology 18.4 (Dec. 2005), pp. 408-409. 
145 On 16 March 1964, the Turks unilaterally denounced the 1930 convention on Establishment, Commerce and 
Navigation. This had ramifications for over 10,000 Istanbul Greeks, established there under the provisions of the 
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limit the activities of citizens so as to safeguard national security and unity. After the 1960 

military coup, there were relatively open discussions about the taboos of Turkish society. In 

this context, President Cemal Gürsel proposed a “denomination bureau” to represent the 

interests of all beliefs other than orthodox Sunni Islam. This caused uproar amongst 

conservative Sunnis who argued that Alevis do not constitute a denomination because they are 

not Shiites. It was during these public debates that the first Alevi organisations and journals 

formed. The period between 1960 and 1970 witnessed an alliance between the left and 

Alevism. The left believed that they had found natural allies in the marginalized Alevis, while 

the latter, due to that same economic and social marginalization, were sympathetic to Marxist 

ideas.149 Indeed, both Alevi and Kurdish youth gravitated to the left, hoping that this 

association might end the discrimination against them. After the 1960s, communism was often 

viewed as a foreign and atheist ideology. In that context, the rapprochement between Alevis 

and the left meant that Alevism came to be equated with communism. Ultranationalist youth 

began to target Alevis as enemies of Turkish social and cultural values. This polarization, 

frequently encouraged by both right and left wing politicians, produced violence that caused 

numerous Alevi deaths in southern and eastern Turkey.150

 As for relations between non-Muslims and the state, the 1970s were dominated by the 

Cyprus issue. Rising nationalism put pressure on the Greek minority, again leading many to 

migrate to Greece. In the same period, the issue of religious foundations came to the fore and 

caused further problems for minorities. Under article 40 of the Treaty of Lausanne, non-

Muslims had been granted the right to establish their own religious foundations. But in 1936, 

the Turkish government used the Law on Religious Foundations to treat non-Muslim 

foundations on the same basis as Muslim ones. Furthermore, since the Civic Law outlawed 

the establishment of any religious foundation designed to support the members of a specific 

race or community, the Law on Religious Foundation prohibited any new foundations by 

minority groups. The Law also required foundations to prepare a declaration of properties 

owned. However, in 1974, the Council of State decreed that no corporate body constituted by 

non-Turkish citizens would be allowed to obtain immovable property. Consequently, the 

authorities began to liquidate real estate belonging to minority religious foundations. The 

liquidation of these non-Muslim assets hindered the foundations’ provision of religious, 

  

                                                           
149 Elise Massicard, Türkiye'den Avrupa'ya Alevi Hareketinin Siyasallaşması [The Politicization of Alevi 
Movement from Turkey to Europe]. Trans. Ali Berktay. Istanbul: İletişim, 2007, p. 60. 
150 One example of this is the Kahramanmaraş Events (Maraş Olayları), where Alevi villages in Kahramanmaraş 
were attacked by right wing youth, Grey wolfs, which left more than 110 people dead. But according to informal 
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charitable or educational services to their communities, because most of these services 

depended on the revenues earned from rents of the properties. 

Towards the end of the 1970s, political terrorism became more violent, which caused 

an ideological polarization of society. The non-Muslim minorities suffered the insecure 

environment along with their Muslim counterparts, but the ASALA attacks on Turkish 

institutions and embassies were additional sources of tension for Turkey's Armenian 

minority.151 The increasing law and order problems, Kurdish separatism, a political system 

that seemed completely deadlocked, an economy in tatters, and the threat of Islamic 

fundamentalism—all these factors may have contributed to the third military intervention in 

Turkish politics.152 In addition, the Cyprus crisis flared up again in 1974, resulting in a 

Turkish military invasion of 40 percent of the island on14th August 1974. At home, this was 

viewed as a legitimate act of protection of the Turkish minority in Cyprus, but on the 

international stage, it put Turkey in a very isolated position.153 

 As a nation-state formed out of an empire, the Turkish case provides a good example 

for the analysis of state policies and practices of 'ethnic unmixing. “The 6-7 September riots, 

which had targeted non-Muslim minorities, constitute an important episode in the ethno-

national homogenization (i.e. unmixing) of Turkey.”154 In this respect, the state’s identity 

policy demonstrated itself very successfully in the domain of national education. The sharp 

fall in the number of minority schools, the requirement of Turkish as the language of 

instruction, supervision by the Ministry of National Education—these were key elements in 

the Turkification of non-Muslim education.155

 

 

3.3.1 Education policy and religion education, 1950-1980 

 In the section of the manifesto entitled “General Principles”, the Democratic Party 

declared that “Our party...rejects the misinterpretation of secularism as hostility to religion; it 

recognizes freedom of religion as a sacred right of humanity like other liberties.”156
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education as well as the establishment of institutions to educate men of religion”.157

 This program was called compulsory religion education, although students were 

allowed to opt out of the course. So, the term “compulsory” designated a different meaning 

than it did after 1980, when the course literally became compulsory in the sense that most 

students, apart from Jews, Greeks and Armenians, had to take it in order to pass their studies. 

But before 1980, the incorporation of the course into class schedules, albeit with the right to 

opt out, meant that the course was described as compulsory.  

After the 

DP came to power in May 1950, there was new legislation to expand religion education, a 

policy in keeping with the party program. On 7 November 1950, decree number 2949 was 

distributed to the governors. The decree states that in village schools, time for religion 

education would be found by shortening the agriculture course by one hour, and in urban 

schools, by taking one hour from the Turkish course. This meant an incorporation of religion 

education into the weekly class schedules in all primary schools in Turkey. It was an 

important change insofar as previous religion instruction had been given outside the weekly 

class schedules, generally after the school day was over. Moreover, to encourage greater 

participation, the decree prohibited scheduling the religion courses at the beginning or end of 

the school day.  

 There is a second important detail in this decree. If parents wished their children to opt 

out of the course, they had to write a petition to the school administration. This was new in 

the sense that compared to the old legislation, parents now had to opt out rather than opt in. 

The intention with this new arrangement was to make opting out a harder choice for parents, 

given the social pressure. The decree allowed for the use of religion textbooks from previous 

school years, but it also called for an additional guide for teachers to be prepared. In schools 

with more than one teacher, older teachers took over the delivery of these classes; this led to 

more traditional approaches and methods. At this stage, there was little or no debate about the 

quality of teaching on the course. 

 The new DP legislation met with severe opposition from prominent politicians and 

intellectuals. The DP was accused of reviving religious reaction, betraying Atatürk's reforms, 

and throwing out the Kemalist reforms that had proved so important to the sphere of 

education in the late 1920s and 1930s. Due to the sensitivity of the issue, debates about the 

religion courses regularly ended in deadlock.  

 To trace the outline of the debates and the positions of the different camps, it may help 

                                                           
157 Ibid. 



98 
 

to return to an article written by Raif Ogan in 1950, titled “The Professor who does not want 

religion courses in Schools”. In this article, Ogan severely criticizes the lawsuit that Bulend 

Nuri Esen brought against the Ministry of Education. The reason for the lawsuit was that Esen 

found the introduction of voluntary religion courses in state school curricula unlawful. Esen 

claimed it amounted to a violation of the freedom of conscience and of the principle of   

secularism set out in the Turkish Constitution. He brought his case as a citizen and as a parent 

of two children of school age. Raif Ogan was a strong defender of the need for religion 

courses in Turkey and therefore his article was a refutation of Esen's arguments. 

  Taken together, Esen’s lawsuit and Ogan’s article provide a good summary of the 

main arguments about religion education in formal education. They also provide different 

interpretations of secularism. We gain some insight into the  “secular” camp which, even with 

its voluntary status, found the religion courses unlawful. In addition, we broaden our 

understanding of how perceptions of this issue changed in the 1980s and beyond. 

 In his seven-page article, Raif Ogan accuses Bülent Nuri Esen of misinterpreting the 

constitution. The first point he makes is that since the majority of the population belongs to 

Islam, it is the duty of the state to provide religion education to children who want to receive 

it. Secondly, he suggests that atheists might follow the practice of religious minorities, by 

submitting an opt out petition to the school government. However, he states that people like 

Esen are hypocritical in their rejection of the petition. Although it is clear that the petition 

would give them what they want, they apparently fear the social exclusion that might result 

from an official declaration of atheism. Finally, he asserts that the principle of secularization 

and “freedom of conscience” was not put into the Constitution in order for atheists to put 

pressure on religious people. His article closes with a declaration of moral support for the 

current Minister of Education who must defend the new arrangement. 

Bülend Nuri Esen’s opinions can only be found in minutes of the 1953 National 

Education Congress, when the newly elected DP government returned to the discussion.158

                                                           
158 Beşinci Milli Eğitim Şuurası [Fifth Education Congress]. Istanbul: Tıpkı Basım, 1991,  p. 391. 

  

The lawsuit had not yet reached a verdict. Esen responds to Raif Ogan’s article by arguing 

first, that it is not the duty of the state to provide religion education. According to Esen, the 

constitutional principle of secularism means that the state should maintain a formal distance 

from all religions. Also, for teachers to remain free individuals, they should be under no 

obligation to give religion courses. In fact, Esen argues, once a teacher begins to teach 

religion courses, he may have undue influence over student beliefs. Only religious officials 
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should pursue this type of training. In relation to this point, Esen recalls the Universal Human 

Rights Declaration, of which Turkey is a signatory. He argues that freedom of religion can 

only be sustained through private religious instruction. Esen is not satisfied by the voluntary 

status of the course, because he believes that the Constitution has in principle, been breached. 

Finally he argues that, contrary to Ogan’s views, it is not possible for democracy to satisfy all 

of the demands of citizens (which was one of the main points Raif Ogan had actually raised to 

argue for religion education based on high societal demand). Thus Ogan and Esen’s 

arguments turned on different conceptions of democracy, majority rule and what citizens can 

legitimately demand of the state.  In the end, Esen received little support from his colleagues 

at the 5th

Moreover Ülgen, an MP, argued that the introduction of these courses on a voluntary 

basis was actually the fulfilment of the 266

 National Education Congress. Many MPs did not agree that religion education 

constituted a violation of secularism or the freedom of conscience. I believe that in these 

counter arguments there was a strong belief in the fact that the state would not impose 

anything to the students and will “objectively” teach students Islam. Indeed, MPs shared an 

underlying belief that the state had no official religion to impose anyway. The fact that people 

could opt out of the course (via petitions) provided another means to safeguard the freedom of 

conscience. I believe that in these counter arguments there was a strong belief in the fact that 

the state would not impose anything to the students and will “objectively” teach students 

Islam. Indeed, MPs shared an underlying belief that the state had no official religion to 

impose anyway. The fact that people could opt out of the course (via petitions) provided 

another means to safeguard the freedom of conscience. 

th

 Unsurprisingly, Esen’s lawsuit against the Ministry of Education was rejected. The 

Ministry defended itself by claiming that religion courses did not constitute a breach of the 

secularism principle and that this could only be breached if class programs were prepared 

according to religious principles. Secondly, they argued that the courses did not violate the 

right of freedom of conscience since there was an option to opt out of the courses. The 

Council of State's verdict was the rejection of this case on the grounds that Esen's children 

were enrolled in first and third grades. As there was no voluntary religion course on their class 

 principle of the Constitution for Muslim citizens, 

which states that the “the decision on the religion education of the pupils belong to the 

parents”. This principle—and here non-Muslims received their only specific mention in the 

Congress proceedings—was being used by non-Muslim citizens freely, because they were 

able to access religion education in their minority schools. Ülgen concluded that the new 

legislation promised to make this principle a reality for everybody. 
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schedules, there was no breach of the plaintiff’s rights. Esen brought the case again two years 

later, when his children reached the grade levels where they would encounter the religion 

courses. This time he lost the case on the grounds that it was possible to opt out of the course, 

and therefore no breach of the Constitution could be found. 

 Mustafa Nermi, a journalist who wrote for the Yeni Istanbul Journal, also made an 

important contribution to these debates.159 First of all, he doubted the demand for the courses, 

and specifically, he questioned the ‘survey’ that the Ministry of Education was said to have 

conducted into whether parents were willing to have these courses or not.160 Nermi argued 

that the information on this issue was not available to the public. Moreover, the arguments 

mounted by the Ministry of Education lacked authority because they were based solely on this 

survey and not on principles which were in line with the Constitution. Secondly, Nermi 

pointed out that many non-Sunni members of the population found the new legislation to be a 

violation of the freedom of conscience.161

If you are going to introduce another course to the class schedules you have to define 
what the course aims to achieve. But it seems that in the case of religion courses this 
aim is not defined yet. If you say it is needed to prevent the communist threat, then it 
means that when the threat is gone, these courses can be taken out of the curriculum. 
We do not know what we want to do with these courses. Are we going to raise faithful 
citizens, religion experts or propagandists to fight with communist threat?

 For Nermi, the objectives of the religion course 

must be better defined and argued: 

162

 
 

Nermi believed that the main reasons given for introducing these courses, such as the threat of 

communism or moral corruption, were not sufficient.   

In sum, there were intense debates about the new program throughout the 1950s. In 

various commissions, journals and newspapers, there were specific discussions about how the 

program would work in relation to secularism. The compatibility of the Directorate of 

Religious Affairs with the secularism principle was also questioned. 

 In a short period, the debates about the religion courses had reached a deadlock. 

Discussions had been largely reduced to a political fight between CHP members and the DP 

government. CHP supporters tended to view the new program as part of the larger agenda of 
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the Democratic Party. It is arguable that these debates did not extend to, or include, all 

sections of society. The courses were introduced quickly and with scant regard for the content 

or intended audience. As in the late 1940s, discussions were mainly theoretical and Alevi 

concerns, in particular, were given little consideration. In 1956, Menderes gave a speech in 

Konya, a city known for its strongly Islamic population. When he declared that his 

government would introduce religion courses in secondary schools, Menderes reignited the 

debates: 

Turkish nation is a Muslim nation and it will stay so. For the nation to stay forever 
Muslim, the coming generations must know religious principles. But if there are not 
religion courses in schools then the parents who want to teach and inspire their 
children with their own religions become devoid of this opportunity. The lack of this 
opportunity and this deprivation of their rights’ cannot be said to abide with the 
freedom of conscience. Because of this, the introduction of religion courses also to the 
secondary schools is going to be a very apt measure. 

 
The speech caused uproar and made Menderes the target of critics. There were repercussions 

in Parliament as well.  For example, Hikmet Bayur, an MP from the Nation Party, submitted 

the following parliamentary question to the Minister of Education: “What will be the situation 

of Alevi citizens who want to keep their children away from such courses?” 

 Bayur’s main concern was that by teaching more advanced religious principles at the 

secondary level, the school risked putting children into a conflicted position; in one course 

they would gain scientific knowledge and in others, religious knowledge. In addition to that 

possible area of conflict, there was a larger contradiction with the secularism principle of the 

Constitution. He also argued that if the intention was to keep the courses fairly basic, without 

detailed study of Islam, then in fact there was no need to repeat the same material at the next 

level. A number of journalists elaborated on Bayur’s questions. İsmail Hakki Baltacıoglu 

supported Bayur's concerns about Alevi parents who, according to Bayur constituted almost 

half of the Muslim population in Turkey. Raif Ogan, who wrote in the Sebilurreşad Journal 

which was known for its Islamic line, attempted to refute this argument and in doing so, 

reflected the official state view of Alevis. Ogan claimed that there were no Alevi communities 

and no kızılbaş in Turkey which differed from the Islamic communities. Secondly, he argued 

for a view of Islam as comprised of three main denominations: Sunnism, Shi’ism and 

Kharijism. In his opinion, this meant that Alevism could only be a tarikat (religious order). 

Since religious orders had been abolished by law in Turkey, there could be no rights for 

people belonging to orders in the name of Alevisim. 

 In spite of opposition in various circles, the DP government introduced compulsory 
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religion courses for the first two levels of secondary school in 1956. Again, if there were 

parents who did not want their children to attend the course, they could opt out by submitting 

a petition to the schools. The secondary level courses would cover the main tenets of Islam 

including the concepts of iman, ibadet and ahlak (morality). The textbooks for the course 

were written from a Sunni perspective, making it abundantly clear that the course was 

designed to address only the Sunni population of Turkey.163

 In 1957, during budget discussions for the Directorate of Religious Affairs, the 

government considered an expansion of the religion course to the lycee level. The idea was 

also discussed in Parliament. Yet in a 1958 piece in the Vatan Journal, the Minister of 

Education denied any such expansion.

 

164 At the same time, a number of books and articles in 

favour of state religion education began to appear. A well-known scholar, Bülent Daver, 

argued that the religion courses might be best legitimized on social and political grounds 

(such as public demand), rather than legalistic ones. Daver argued that there was public 

demand for these courses, citing the survey conducted by Dr. Thomas Mattheus of Cornell 

University, in which the views of Turkish administrators and university students were 

collected.165 According to Daver, the survey showed a high percentage of support in favour of 

religion courses.166

 In the same year, 1958, the government established a “National Education Committee” 

charged with producing a report based on a compilation and summary of observations about 

religion education. In its report, the committee found no incompatibility between religion 

education (in its current state) and the core principles of the Turkish republic. It also found 

that because the teachers had been trained in secular schools, they could be trusted to deliver 

the course material appropriately.

 

167

 In 1961, under the new Constitution, religion education received clear constitutional 

backing. The 4

 

th
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 clause of article 19 of the Constitution stated that “religious education and 
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their legally appointed guardians.”168

 In 1967, 271 MPs from the Justice Party tabled a motion calling for the introduction of 

religion courses to the lycee level of education. The issue again created a commotion both in 

parliament and in the public sphere. Finally in this year, the Minister of Education introduced 

religion courses to the lycees, declaring that in the first two levels, it would take place at 

school, but outside the normal class hours, for one hour per week.

 Thus from then on, the question of compatibility 

between religion education and secularism was resolved in legalistic terms.  

169 Shortly after, however, 

the Minister made successful completion of the course mandatory for student progression. 

During this time, the general objective of the course was to introduce students to the idea of a 

spiritual world, and to an understanding that material and spiritual values could be strongly 

linked.170

 Beyza Bilgin, whose influence on the religion education on Turkish education system 

will be examined in the next chapter, has argued that although the provisions seem to satisfy 

the proponents of religion education in schools, the course (both content and application wise) 

itself was some way from realizing the goals set out in the legislation.

  

171 She found that the 

additional circulars meant that opting out of the courses was encouraged. She cited a circular 

dated 18 June 1969, which declared that parents wishing to enroll their children in the course 

at the lycee level must petition the school administration at the beginning of the school year. If 

the parents changed their minds, they had a month to withdraw their children from the 

courses. Bilgin argued that the capacity to avoid the course without giving a legitimate reason 

effectively meant that the freedom of conscience was exercised irresponsibly. In her writing, 

she compared this new program with previous ones arguing that in the previous ones, the 

criteria for the specification of students who were to take the course and enrolment to the 

course were more clearly defined.172

 After the coup d’etat of 1971, religion education was once more in the spotlight. In 

1974, the government introduced religion courses to the third level of each stage of education, 

meaning the third, eighth and eleventh grades. However with some additional legislation, this 

was altered; finally a 1976 decree provided for religion education at every level, from grades 

 

                                                           
168 “Lausanne Treaty”. The Treaties of Peace 1919-1923, Vol. II. New York: Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 1924. 
169 Tuğrul Yörük, “Cumhuriyet Döneminde Türkiye'de Laiklik Çerçevesinde Din Eğitimi” [“Religion Education 
in the context of secularism during the Republican age”]. MA thesis Çukurova U Soc. Sci. Inst, 2005, p. 94. 
170 Nurullah Altaş, “Türkiye’de Örgün Öğretimde Dinin Yeri” [“The Place of Religion in the Turkish Formal 
Education System”]. Maarife Dergisi 1.2 (Spring 2002), p. 227. 
171 Beyza Bilgin, Türkiye'de Din Eğitimi ve Liselerde Din Dersleri [Religion Education in Turkey and Religion 
Courses at High Schools]. Ankara: Emel, 1980, p. 70. 
172 Ibid. 
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one to eleven. During these years, it was stated that almost 93 percent of the primary school 

children were taking these courses in urban places where as this ratio was almost 100 

percent.173

 

 

3.3.2 The education of religious minorities and Alevis’ during the multi-party regime 

 In the wake of political developments during the 1950s, Greek schools faced a number 

of difficulties, relatively more than those faced by Jews and Armenians. It is for this reason 

that I dwell mostly on problems surrounding Greek education in this section. 

  In the 1955 pogrom, the minority schools were attacked by mobs. As a result, out of 

48 Greek Schools, 36 were either totally or partially damaged.174

First, in contravention of the Lausanne Treaty, Greek elementary and secondary 

schools were forced to accept the appointment of Turkish assistant headmasters recruited by 

the Ministry of Education.

 After the exodus of 30,000 

Greeks in 1964, many of those who remained became anxious about their future prospects in 

Turkey. Soon after, in a move that reinforced Greek apprehensions, the Turkish authorities 

adopted a series of restrictive measures with regards to minority educational and charitable 

institutions. 

175 The assistant headmasters deliberately followed policies 

intended to render the task of Greek headmasters and staff as difficult as possible and “to 

provoke the intervention of the Turkish educational authorities on charges of breaking the 

regulations and of anti-Turkish conduct”.176 As a result, during the months of March and April 

1964 alone, the Turkish authorities dismissed three headmasters and eleven teachers. In a 

renewed campaign against Greek minority schools in 1967, 39 teachers were expelled and six 

primary schools were closed down.177 As the authorities refused to appoint new Greek 

headmasters, the management of the Greek minority schools eventually moved into the hands 

of Turkish deputy-headmasters. Likewise, despite Greek protestations, the Ministry turned 

down applications for the appointment of new teachers on the grounds that the applicants did 

not possess an adequate knowledge of Turkish.178

                                                           
173 Tuğrul Yörük, “Cumhuriyet Döneminde Türkiye'de Laiklik Çerçevesinde Din Eğitimi” [“Religion Education 
in the context of secularism during the Republican age”]. MA thesis Çukurova U Soc. Sci. Inst, 2005, p. 95. 

 While refusing permission for the repair of 

dilapidated school buildings, the authorities withdrew recognition of a number of elected 

174 Dilek Güven, Cumhuriyet Dönemi Azınlık Politikaları Bağlamında 6-7 Eylül Olayları [6-7 September Events 
in the context of Minority Policies during Republican Era]. Istanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yay, 2005, p. 36. 
175 Alexis Alexandris, The Greek Minority of Istanbul and Greek-Turkish Relations 1918-1974. Athens: Ctr. for 
Asia Minor Studies, 1983, p. 286. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Ibid. 
178 Ibid.  
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Greek community school boards. On 27 March 1964, a government circular (protocol no 

410/16) prohibited Orthodox clerics from entering the premises of Greek minority schools. 

Another circular (protocol no 3885) dated 15 September, banned morning prayer in the Greek 

schools and prohibited the use of Greek textbooks and encyclopaedias.179

 These various measures caused the quality of education in Greek minority schools, 

once highly regarded, to decline dramatically. The fear that their children would be 

inadequately educated was one of the many reasons for the departure of many Istanbul 

Greeks.

 

180

 In 1965, outspoken journalist Andreas Lambikis reacted to this state of affairs in an 

open letter to the Minister of Education, Cihat Bilgehan, requesting an end to the restrictive 

legislation that crippled Greek minority schools in Istanbul. When his appeal went 

unanswered, Lambikis tried to publish yet another open letter, addressed to President Gürsel. 

Prevented by the authorities from doing so, he noted this act of censorship by publishing the 

19 July edition of his journal with a blank editorial space. The authorities were not prepared to 

put up with Lambikis for very long. On 11 September, he was arrested and transported by the 

police to the border, where he was told to cross over into Greece. It is worth mentioning here, 

that Lambikis was a Turkish national. Just before his expulsion, a court found Lambikis guilty 

of violating articles 141 and 142 of the penal code; he had been charged with producing 

Greek propaganda that threatened national unity. The premises of Eleftheri Foni, Lambikis’s 

journal, were subsequently ransacked and the back issues of the newspaper destroyed. With 

the suppression of Eleftheri Foni, the Greek minority lost the only public voice for their 

grievances and a champion of the minority rights enshrined in the Turkish constitutions and 

the Treaty of Lausanne.

  

181

 Lastly, with the Turkish invasion of north Cyprus (1974-75), there was a further wave 

of Greek migration that marked almost the end of this population in Turkey. Within a year 

after the invasion, the number of Greek students had decreased by 700.

  

182

                                                           
179 Ibid, p. 287. 

 Although much of 

the pressure was on the Greek schools, the Jewish and Armenian schools were also affected 

by these developments. Bilgin’s 1980 study (based on research conducted in 1975-76) 

180 This is reflected in the following official figures: pupil numbers for the years 1923, 1964, 1970, 1978 and 
1980 were 15000, 5000, 3930, 1147, and 816 respectively. In 1923, there were eight secondary schools; for the 
other years this number stood at six. The elementary school numbers were 85, 42, 42, 22 and 20. (Alexis 
Alexandris, The Greek Minority of Istanbul and Greek-Turkish Relations 1918-1974. Athens: Ctr. for Asia Minor 
Studies, 1983, p. 287.) 
181 Ibid, p. 288. 
182 “Azınlık Okullarında Öğrenci Azlığı” [“The scarcity of students among minority schools”]. Sabah Gazetesi 
10 Sept. 2008. 
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provides the only source of information on Alevi views of religion education in this era. 

According to her research, the denominational difference did not necessarily impact on Alevi 

attendance at the religion course offered in schools. She reported that in one village highly 

populated by Alevis, a teacher in the village lycee told her that the attendance rate for the 

religion course was very high. The teacher’s straightforward explanation was that the Alevis 

were religious and cared very much for the education of their children. In another lycee where 

the community had a similar demographic pattern, the teacher stated that attendance was very 

low because the Alevis in that village did not want their children to receive this education.183

 

 

What we learn from Bilgin is that, contrary to claims made in the 1940s about the fact that 

Alevis were willing to send their children to the courses, there were Alevi villagers who did 

not want their children to be indoctrinated with Sunni values. I believe this shift has to do 

with the political conjuncture that made Alevis conscious of their identities. This process 

started in the early 1960s and is the topic of the next chapter. 

3.4 Conclusion 

 Secularism first appeared in the CHP manifesto in 1927, but it did not become a 

constitutional principle until 1937. Between 1922 and 1928, the constitution declared Islam 

the official religion, and the state the executor of Islamic law. Even after 1937, when those 

articles were removed, Islam was not removed from the state. The very existence of a 

Directorate of Religious Affairs weakened the officially declared secularism and presented a 

proof for the ambivalent and inconsistent form of secularism in Turkey. Indeed, Davison has 

persuasively argued that the new Kemalist state never made religion or Islam an entirely 

separate, private matter.184 It might be more accurate to say that the state rescued Islam as a 

matter of belief and conscience by institutionally supporting, financing and promulgating a 

different version of Islam and its view of its relation to power and social life.185 The 

secularization of education in the 1920s may be partly explained by the relations between the 

state and religious minorities. In other words, there is a sense in which secularism worked to 

marginalize minority groups by marginalizing minority religions. The net result was, in fact, 

an elevation of Islam in Turkey.  
 

                                                           
183 Beyza Bilgin, Türkiye'de Din Eğitimi ve Liselerde Din Dersleri [Religion Education in Turkey and Religion 
Courses at High Schools]. Ankara: Emel, 1980, p. 121. 

In this section I surveyed the history of religion education in Turkish formal education 

184 Andrew Davison, “Turkey, a Secular Sate? The Challenge of Description.” The South Atlantic Quarterly 
102.2/3 (Spring/Summer 2003, p. 341. 
185 Ibid. 
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in the years between 1918 and 1980. Based on distinctive historical features and events with 

regard to minority rights, I identified three periods: 1918-1923, 1923-1950 and 1950-1980. 

With varying degrees, in each of these three periods, non-Muslims and Alevis were 

marginalized by state policies of 'Turkification' or by attempts to bring a degree of 

homogeneity to the erstwhile populations of the Ottoman Empire. This had profound effects 

on non-Muslims especially, resulting in a decrease of the non-Muslim population and the loss 

of their schools. Alevis, on the other hand, continued to be ignored at the state level. These 

developments inevitably affected—and in many ways were reflections of—educational 

policies which favoured a more pro-Sunni, Muslim education.  

 In addition to these changes, I have closely examined the various reactions in both 

government and intellectual circles, to the introduction of religion education into school 

curricula. As we have seen, the debates nearly always approached the issue evaluated from a 

perspective that approached the topic from a legal perspective, one dominated by the question 

of whether it was possible to have a religion course in a secular country. This approach to the 

topic tended, at times, to silence the many questions and concerns that might have been raised 

by people who were not Sunni-Muslims.  

 In Turkey, the ambivalent structure and discourses of secularism have resulted in an 

approach (especially by the CHP elites) to religion education that seeks to assert it as a ‘right’ 

that must be guaranteed by the state. During the Democratic Party government, there was 

some deviation from this understanding in the sense that the DP policymakers conceptualised 

religion education in terms of ‘religious freedoms’. The fact that non-Muslims found it 

somewhat easier to exercise the rights granted by the Treaty of Lausanne could be seen as a 

reflection of this. However, as a general tendency in this three-decade period, the previous 

understanding that decrees that religion education in schools had better be treated as a 

religious right to be fulfilled by the state prevailed. This view finally achieved constitutional 

consolidation in 1982, when religion courses were formally designated a social right to be 

organised and monitored by the state. This development will be examined in detail in the next 

chapter. The question of whether religion education is a right or a freedom would continue to 

inform the development of religion education in Turkey and how that education would be 

experienced by non-Muslims. 
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Education policies with respect to religion education (1980-2009) 

Chapter Four 

This chapter provides a detailed examination of the development of religion courses in 

Turkey between 1980 and 2009. As the material in this chapter is highly complicated and 

nuanced, it is useful to set out my main arguments that will be elaborated on in the coming 

sections.  

Firstly, I argue that the main motive behind the introduction of compulsory religion 

courses by the military junta in 1982 was very much related to the presumption that teaching 

religion would mitigate the leftist, communist movements and thinking that were prevalent at 

the time. The promotion of Sunni-Islam in the textbooks and the omission of information 

about Alevism were legitimized by the larger aim to foster social unity and prevent 

denominational fights within Islam. After 1982, when the military government gave the 

course the new title of “Religion Culture and Morals Course” (Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 

Dersi) 1

Secondly, by 1997, when the perceived threat of communism had receded and the 

course had further consolidated, the military considered Islamists to be the greater threat to 

state order. In 1997, the ‘postmodern coup d’etat’

, and declared it compulsory for all Turkish students, the course faced opposition from 

different quarters at different times, along with various curriculum and textbook revisions. 

Nonetheless, it was during this period that the course evolved into the one we know today and 

became an integral part of the Turkish school curriculum.  

2

                                                           
1 I have translated Turkish word ‘Ahlak Bilgisi’ as ‘Morals’ although it can also be translated as ‘Ethics’.  

 saw military and secularist leaders 

targeting a recent growth in Islamist fundamentalism. The army increasingly identified the 

“Turkish-Islamic Synthesis” (at first promoted by the army following the coup) as a principal 

cause of Islamic fundamentalism. Thus, after 1997, military leaders made concerted efforts to 

minimize Islamic elements in the “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis”. This shift in ideology, or the 

endeavour to restore Kemalist secular ideals, soon became evident in state education policies. 

For instance, in 1997, the army ordered that primary school education be increased from five 

to eight years, in a policy which aimed, more or less covertly, to abolish the Pastor and 

2 The name ‘postmodern coup’ was given to the clash between the army and the political leadership on Feb. 28, 
1997 in which the military overthrew the coalition government led by Necmettin Erbakan of the now-defunct RP 
(Refah Partisi/Welfare Party). The military again helped engineer the ouster—popularly dubbed a “postmodern 
coup”—of the then Islamic-oriented government. The military demanded that Erbakan stop or reverse policies 
seen as promoting Islam in government affairs. It applied increasing pressure on Prime Minister Necmettin 
Erbakan of the conservative Islamic RP. At a meeting of the MGK (Milli Güvenlik Kurulu/National Security 
Council) on 28 February 1997, top commanders issued an 18-point declaration, asking the government to take 
measures to curb the growing Islamist activities. 
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Preacher schools (İmam-Hatip lises/schools).3 This change entailed the restructuring of all 

primary and secondary school curricula, including religion courses. In this process, however, 

neither the existence nor the content of the course was questioned from a minority rights 

perspective. This episode indicated that although the tension between “Secularists” and 

“Islamists”4

As a third argument I assert that the postmodern coup d’etat, somewhat contrary to its 

own aims, opened an era in which Islamic elements in the education system became more 

palpable. This political breakthrough, which aimed at sidelining Islamists, received a strong 

backlash when the more conservative AKP (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi / Justice and 

Development Party), came to power in the 2002 and 2007 elections. Despite being a 

conservative party, the AKP has preached a message of religious freedom as a means of 

expanding liberties for believers in the officially secular country. By adopting the language of 

human rights and democracy, the AKP sought legitimacy in Europe as well as the approval of 

Turkish people who were discontented with the Party’s Islamic profile. This was the context 

that allowed for various developments with regards to religion education, many of which were 

triggered by the EU accession process and by Alevi NGOs. However, not all the 

developments that looked favourable on paper were actually put into practice and to date there 

have been no satisfactory solutions in terms of resolving the tensions and discussions about 

the course.  

 was once more on the rise, religion courses had already ceased to be a 

contentious issue between militarist/secularist circles and religiously conservative ones. This 

was a notable change from the situation of the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, here one sees a clear 

example of how, regardless of political differences, the course was ‘normalized’ in Turkish 

society over the course of fifteen years. Moreover, this demonstrates a particular interpretation 

of "secularism” in Turkey, whereby state neutrality on religious issues is not always required.  

In light of this framework, the material in this chapter is treated in two sections: 1980-

                                                           
3 In Turkey, an İmam Hatip school is a secondary education institution (İmam Hatip Lisesi, ‘hatip’ coming from 
Arabic khatib, meaning the one who delivers the “khutba” (Friday sermon)). As the name suggests, they were 
originally founded in lieu of vocational schools to train government employed imams. The idea was to  put the 
schools for preachers and prayer leaders (İmam Hatip schools) at middle school level out of business. 
4 These terms have specific connotations in Turkish political culture, and have different meanings than in other, 
especially Western contexts. In Turkey, the terms “secularist” or “laicist” are used to designate people who 
follow the ideals of Atatürk, people who generally dislike the existence of  Islamic elements in the public sphere 
and who want strict separation of religious and state affairs. In this sense, the term “secularist” refers more to 
people who advocate “idelogical secularism” rather than a legal one. The term “Islamists”, on the other hand, is 
generally used by the “secularists” to differentiate between themselves and the more conservative religious 
population of Turkey which opposes the tenets of ideological secularism. The Muslim members of this 
religiously more conservative population can be best defined as advocates of a form of identity politics which 
supports Muslim identity and the revitalization of community (cemaat) values. They generally refrain from 
commenting on Atatürk’s modernist reforms. 
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1997 and 1997-2009. The main reason for this periodization is that the year 1997 saw a sharp 

change in the policy of the state and military towards religion that later translated into 

education policies. In addition this year marked the increasing importance of the EU in 

Turkish politics which began to monitor the state of minority rights in Turkey and produced 

EU minority reports. These reports put pressure on Turkey to revise its education policies 

especially with regards to religion education and bring about newer approaches to religion 

education in 2000s. 

 

4.1. Religious minorities and the political environment between 1980 and 1997 

 In this section, I outline the Turkish political environment between 1980 and 1997 in 

order to inspect the state's relations with its religious minorities. I focus on important 

ideologies and discourses that have affected perceptions of minorities in Turkey. Among these 

discourses, the most influential have been the “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis” of the 1980s and 

the influence of globalization on ethnic identities in the 1990s.  

In September 1980, the Turkish military mobilized to prevent the erosion of state 

authority. There was fear of a breakdown in law and order due to widespread political 

violence between leftist and rightist groups, particularly in high schools and on university 

campuses.5 The state imposed a number of harsh measures including strict control of the 

media, universities and bureaucracy. Power was centred in the military, specifically in the 

MGK (Milli Güvenlik Kurulu/National Security Council) headed by the chief of staff, 

General Kenan Evren. The military was determined to de-politicize the urban youth, which 

since the 1960’s had played an important role in the riots against state power. To that end, they 

sought to crush every manifestation of dissent from the left, including revolutionaries, social 

democrats and trade unionists. “The extreme right too, represented by the MHP (Milliyetçi 

Hareket Partisi/Nationalist Action Party), was crushed although its ideology was adopted in 

the form of the so-called ‘Turkish Islamic Synthesis’ (Türk İslam Sentezi) and designed by a 

group known as the “Intellectuals' Hearth” (Aydınlar Ocağı).”6

                                                           
5 Sam Kaplan, “Religious Nationalism: A Textbook Case from Turkey.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East 25.3 (2005), p. 666. 

 This ideology held that 

Turkishness and Islamism were complimentary aspects of Turkish culture and that religious 

6 Ibid., p. 184. (The “Intellectuals’ Hearth” was an organization founded in 1970 by influential people from the 
business world, universities and politics. The aim was to break the monopoly of left-wing intellectuals on social, 
political and cultural debate in Turkey. It held seminars and sponsored publications, proposing solutions to all 
kinds of questions in the realms of culture, education, social life and economics. Its leading ideologue and 
chairman, Ibrahim Kafesoglu, proposed the system known as the “Turkish Islamic Synthesis” (Türk İslam 
Sentezi)). 
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values should be emphasized in Turkish nationalism.7

 During the late 1980s and into the 1990s, various coalitions involving a number of 

political parties formed and then dissolved. Importantly, these numerous parties and coalitions 

did not substantively alter policies on religious minorities or the character of national 

education. More than any other phenomenon, globalization marked the post-1980 period and 

the perception of minorities in Turkey. Analyzing the effects of globalization illustrates the 

internal dynamics of emerging Islamist movements in this period and serves to illuminate 

other related social movements. In the post-1980 period, globalization further intertwined 

politics and economics, creating dynamic international networks that moved beyond the 

traditional nation-state.

 In the late 1970s, this ideology became 

very popular on the political right. Despite the secularist culture of Turkish military officers, 

the “Turkish Islamic Synthesis” also appealed to prominent military leaders. Subsequently, 

this ideology characterized the 1980s and was highly influential on the political mindset of 

those in power, even after the military withdrew from politics.   

8 Globalization brought a degree of homogenization, but fragmentation 

also occurred, both across and within societies. This led to a rise in nationalist movements and 

ethnic conflicts, as well as trans-national movements such as feminism, environmentalism and 

Islamist fundamentalism. These struggles, often collectively known as ‘identity politics’, 

appeared in Turkey as elsewhere. Turkey also experienced a sharp rise in Islamist 

movements9 alongside Kurdish nationalism. These movements sometimes took the form of 

terrorism or extreme, reactionary Turkish nationalism.10 Thus it can be argued that due to 

these developments the function of the “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis” as a unificatory factor 

became insufficient to secure national unity even among Turkish Muslims. It was precisely in 

this context that the imagined unity of the Turkish nation entered a process of disintegration 

along the lines of ethno-cultural cleavages. Particularistic claims emanating from Kurds, 

sectarian Alevis and fundamentalist Muslim groups came to occupy Turkey's political 

agenda.11

 During the early 1990s, there were renewed discussions of the issue of constitutional 

 

                                                           
7 Şule Toktaş, “Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority.” Journal of 
Historical Sociology 18.4 (Dec. 2005), p. 412. 
8 Ziya Öniş, “The Political Economy of Islamic Resurgence in Turkey: The Rise of the Welfare Party in 
Perspective.” Third World Quarterly 18.4 (1997), p. 746. 
9  Hence the RP with its Islamist worldview, gained prominence in various national and local elections during 
this period. 
10 Şule Toktaş, “Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority.” Journal of 
Historical Sociology 18.4 (Dec. 2005), p. 413. 
11 Ahmet İçduygu, Şule Toktaş, B.Ali Soner, “The politics of population in a nation-building process: emigration 
of non-Muslims from Turkey.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 31.2 (Feb. 2008),  p. 377. 
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citizenship.12 Concerned by the rise of identity politics, multiculturalism, and demands from 

particular segments of society (Islamists, Kurds, etc.), most political parties agreed to consider 

proposals for constitutional citizenship.13 In constitutional citizenship, the constitution 

represents a kind of social contract safeguarding the recognition of different ethnic and 

religious groups whose loyalty to the state would supersede the principle of loyalty to the 

nation. These discussions in Turkey on constitutional citizenship helped enlarge the domain of 

belonging to the nation and curb down exclusion via the definition of a Turk.14 The idea of 

constitutional citizenship, which had been suggested primarily as a possible solution to the 

Kurdish problem or the Islamic question, also had implications for non-Muslim minorities. 

After 1980, non-Muslims produced growing numbers of journals and community newspapers 

in which they addressed their communal identities. Today, the most widely known of these 

publications are Agos (Armenian), Ogni (Lazes) and Şalom (Jews). Other publications were 

also produced, together with scholarly research and websites that addressed a mixed audience 

of academics and lay people. Although there had always been a number of non-Muslim 

newspapers and journals in Turkey, the post-1980 publications tended to place greater 

emphasis on communal identity and the preservation and promotion of ethno-religious 

cultures.15

 The surge in writings by and about non-Muslim minorities helped to generate public 

interest in discussions relating to identity, equality and difference. Throughout the 1990s, such 

discussions informed the larger debates on loyalty to the nation/state and Turkish citizenship. 

It was no coincidence that the debates on constitutional citizenship and the status of non-

Muslims surfaced simultaneously. As differences within society became more visible, there 

was more open discussion of how ethnic, linguistic and religious differences should be 

handled, and how they might influence ongoing attempts to determine the fundamentals of 

Turkish citizenship.

 

16

In the 1990s, there were critical discussions, often led by non-Muslims or intellectuals, 

about the history of discrimination against non-Muslims.

  

17 The most important discussions 

addressed the Capital Tax (Varlık Vergisi).18

                                                           
12 Şule Toktaş, “Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority.” Journal of 
Historical Sociology 18.4 (Dec. 2005), p. 413. 

 The debate was ignited by “Salkım Hanımın 

Taneleri” (The Jewellery of Ms. Salkım), a historical film based on a novel by Yılmaz 

13 Ibid., p. 413. 
14 Ibid., p. 415. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., p. 415-416. 
18 See previous chapter for the discriminatory application of Capital Tax (Varlik Vergisi) 
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Karakoyunlu and released in 1999. The film concerned the impact of the Capital Tax on an 

Armenian family; some family members were forced to sell off their property in order to pay 

the tax, while others were sent to Aşkale Work Camp. Following the movie’s release, there 

appeared a number of articles casting light on this hitherto hidden subject. Many contributors 

to these discussions addressed the question of minorities’ loyalty to states other than Turkey; 

others sought to outline criteria that might be invoked to resolve conflicting identities and 

loyalties. There were also attempts to identify the ‘breaking point’ for minority loyalty, in 

relation to different groups. For the Greek minority, this was the Cyprus issue; for the Jews it 

was the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; and for the Armenians, it was the Armenian genocide. 

 The post-1980 period witnessed a rise of civil society and growing public interest in 

citizenship, both as legal status and identity. This might seem paradoxical given the 

limitations of the 1982 Constitution and the shadow cast by the “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis”. 

On the one hand, non-Muslims became more visible in the public arena because of their own 

pursuit of identity politics and because of a larger public attention to differences within 

society. This trend was accompanied by discussions of citizenship as both a theoretical and 

practical problem. Yet on the other hand, Islam achieved greater political and cultural 

hegemony during this period.  According to Toktaş, these conflicting trends can be understood 

by examining globalization and its impact upon both global and local conditions:19

The global endorses a universal concept of citizenship with its attendant basic rights 
and freedoms and calls attention to the legal aspect of citizenship. The local, however, 
substantiates an understanding of citizenship based upon differences and therefore 
reinforces the identity aspect of citizenship. The local lacks uniform characteristics 
and so in the process of celebrating and authenticating differences, multiple identities 
of the local come into view.

  

20

 
 

Without a doubt, the post-1980 developments removed many of the factors promoting the 

emigration of non-Muslim minorities. However, as many non-Muslims had already left, the 

efforts to create a Turkish nation of Turkish-Muslim citizens began to show results. There was 

a gradual homogenization of the population, especially in terms of religious affiliation. By the 

1990s, the proportion of non-Muslim citizens in the general population had declined to 0.2 

percent. According to estimates from the three decades before 1990, some 20,000 Armenians, 

23,000 Jews and 55,000 Greeks had emigrated from Turkey. By 1995, the size of these 

                                                           
19 Şule Toktaş, “Citizenship and Minorities: A Historical Overview of Turkey’s Jewish Minority.” Journal of 
Historical Sociology 18.4 (Dec. 2005), pp. 415-416. 
20 Ibid., p. 417. 
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populations had decreased substantially, with the Christians numbering just under 140,00021 

and the Jews about 20,000.22

 After 1980, contrary to the more or less stabilized position of non-Muslims in Turkish 

society, the Alevis entered a period of “Alevi Renaissance”, where the Alevi community re-

politicized and revived.

 

23 Poyraz found three main factors behind this phenomenon.24

 According to Poyraz, the second factor behind the revival of Alevism was the rise of 

Islamic fundamentalism or, better put, political Islam in Turkey. The National Security 

Council thought that the promotion of moderate Islam might counteract leftist tendencies in 

society and more importantly, in the Kurdish separatist movement. In the governments 

following the coup, there were numerous policies in support of moderate Islam. Contrary to 

expectations, these policies led to an increase in votes for Islamic fundamentalists. The 

 The 

first one was the collapse of the socialist block in Eastern Europe. As a result of this 

development, socialism, which in the previous two decades had stood as an ideological 

alternative for the young and middle generations of Alevis, lost its former importance. 

Politically frustrated by these changes, many in the community began to redefine themselves, 

first and foremost, as ‘Alevis’. They began to look at Alevism as an ideology, regarding it as 

even more just, egalitarian and libertarian than socialism. Their return to the community to 

which they had previously belonged led to a rapid introduction of modern terms and methods 

into Alevism. Confronting the neo-liberalism, urbanization and market economy of 

contemporary Turkey, the Alevi communities increasingly saw their identities as defined by 

cultural and religious factors. This was in sharp contrast with the situation before the 1980s, 

when Alevi politicization was part of a socialist movement and where class was the key 

component of Alevi identity. 

                                                           
21 The Syrian Orthodox, or Jacobite, community, which numbered about 50,000 in 1995, ranks as the largest 
Christian denomination in Turkey. The Armenian Orthodox (or Gregorian) community, with some 35,000 
members in 1995, ranks as the second largest Christian denomination in Turkey. In addition, an estimated 7,000 
other Armenians belong to an autonomous Orthodox church, to an Armenian Catholic church in union with 
Rome, or to various Protestant denominations. The Greek Orthodox Church, the largest Christian church in 
Turkey had fewer than 20,000 members as of 1995. Other Christian communities present in Turkey include 
several small groups affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church. Melchites (Greek Catholics) and Maronites live 
among the Arabs in southeast Hatay Province. Although accepted by the Vatican as part of the Roman Catholic 
Church, Melchites and Maronite Catholics retain separate liturgies. Chaldean-rite Catholics live in the 
Diyarbakir region, while Bulgarian, Greek, and Latin-rite Catholics live in Istanbul and Izmir. The total number 
of Catholics of various persuasions (in early 1995) has been estimated at 25,000. In 1995, the Jewish community, 
estimated at 18,000 to 20,000, consisted primarily of Sephardic Jews. At least 90 percent of Turkey's Jews live in 
Istanbul, where a chief rabbi presides. 
22 Helen Chapin Metz, ed. “Non-Muslim Minorities.” Turkey: A Country Study. Washington: GPO for the 
Library of Congress, 1995. 
23 Bedriye Poyraz, “The Turkish State and Alevis: Changing Parameters of an Uneasy Relationship.” Middle 
Eastern Studies 41.4 (July 2005), p. 503. 
24 Ibid. 
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Islamist Refah Partisi (RP) won the most votes in 1995, at which point state bureaucrats and 

politicians understood that secularism could not be compromised. The situation was viewed as 

serious, not only by the secular camp in Turkey, but by the EU and the US. According to 

Çamuroğlu, the most important motive for the establishment and rapid extension of Alevi 

organizations resided in Alevi efforts to unite and defend the community against the rise of 

Islamism.25

 The third political factor responsible for the Alevi revival, according to Poyraz, was 

the Kurdish problem. Although the majority of Alevis are ethnic and linguistic Turks, a 

significant number (about 20 per cent) of Alevis are Kurds, comprising about 25 percent of 

the total Kurdish population of Turkey. Alevis quickly became aware that the Kurdish 

problem produced nationalist tensions that directly affected their community. Therefore, when 

confronted with Islamism, the Alevis tended towards the political choice of secularism and 

expressed their identity in political terms. When confronted with Kurdish nationalism, 

however, they tended towards the principle of sovereignty of the national state and stress their 

religious identity and affiliation as Alevi. 

 

 In the late 1980s, the first popular and academic works treating this issue began to 

appear.26 Moreover, between 1985 and 1990, politicians began to take note of the voting 

potential of the previously ignored Alevis.27 The ‘Hacı Bektaş’ Festivals, important to Alevi 

culture, were visited by politicians and sponsored by the Ministry of Culture. After 1990, in 

Europe and in Turkey, Alevi (Turkish-Kurdish) cemevleri,28

                                                           
25 Reha Çamuroğlu, “Alevi Revivalism in Turkey.” Alevi Identity: Cultural, Religious and Social Pespectives. 
Eds. T. Olsson, E. Özdalga, and C. Raudvere. Istanbul: Swedish Inst, 1998, p. 80. 

 organizations, associations and 

federations began to flourish, most having sub-branches of literary or other specific societies. 

The Alevi Manifesto, which was written in March 1990, can be considered as a significant 

landmark in the re-politicization of Alevism in post-coup Turkey. It was written collectively 

and signed by numerous intellectuals (Alevis and Social Democratic Sunnis), academics, 

authors, and journalists. The manifesto's aim was to make the problems of Alevism known 

and to set out a series of Alevi demands. It also called for an acceptance of Alevi faith and 

culture, equal representation and opportunities in education and media, and access to Alevi 

religious services. With this text, Alevi identity made its first influential public appearance. 

Although the manifesto somewhat papered over differences within the Alevi community by 

26 Tahire Erman & Emrah Göker, “Alevi Politics in Contemporary Turkey.” Middle Eastern Studies 36.4 (Oct. 
2000), p. 102. 
27 Bedriye Poyraz, “The Turkish State and Alevis: Changing Parameters of an Uneasy Relationship.” Middle 
Eastern Studies 41.4 (July 2005), p. 508. 
28 Alevi place of worship 
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implying that there was a single Alevism and a unified Alevi people, the text was nonetheless 

hugely important. The intellectual community positively received it, and it later attracted non-

religious or even Sunni sympathizers, many of whom contributed to the growing Alevi 

literature.29  

 

Under threat from Sunni extremists, the Alevis increasingly identified themselves 

along religious, rather than political lines. This showed in the number and strength of Alevi 

organizations, whose growth coincided with the erosion of the traditionally Alevi-supported 

parties, notably the CHP. There was further evidence of Alevi-Sunni tensions in late 1994, 

when Alevis attacked a commercial television station after a quizmaster made some 

derogatory remarks. More seriously, on 12 March 1995, an attack on a teahouse in the Alevi 

district of Gaziosmanpasa in Istanbul led to widespread rioting.

Unfortunately, these developments in the politicization of the Alevis did not translate 

into a mass sympathy for this suppressed minority by people of Sunni origin. In the end, it 

was the violent attacks on Alevis in the 1990s that boosted Alevi politicization and generated 

a sharp increase in the number of Alevi associations in Turkey and abroad. During the 1990s, 

the Alevis had openly declared themselves to be against radical Sunni Islam. Thus, the already 

existing polarization between the Sunni majority and the Alevi minority now increased. 

Feeling increasingly threatened by the militant Sunni movements, some Alevis decided to 

make a stand for secularism and the rights of non-believers. The occasion was the Alevi Pir 

Sultan Abdal festival, held in Sivas on 2 July 1993. Writer Aziz Nesin (who helped translate 

parts of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses into Turkish) made a speech announcing that he 

did not believe in the Koran. Nesin’s announcement was used by local fundamentalists to 

inflame the feelings of the Sunni community. Spurred on by the Islamist mayor of Sivas, a 

crowd set fire to a hotel, burning to death thirty-six Alevi singers and writers, as well as a 

Dutch female anthropology student. 

30

 In sum, the period began under the ideological shadow of the “Turkish-Islamic 

Synthesis”, which worked to contain cultural and religious differences on the grounds that 

they compromised national unity. However, the processes of globalization (in the 1990s) 

 Thus as can be seen, for 

Alevis the years between 1980 and 1997 saw a series of political events and new 

developments that hinted that their voices were going to be heard more loudly in the coming 

decades. 

                                                           
29 Tahire Erman & Emrah Göker, “Alevi Politics in Contemporary Turkey.” Middle Eastern Studies 36.4 (Oct. 
2000), p. 103. 
30 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 290. 
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enabled non-Muslims and Alevis to become visible social actors. The next section examines 

the development of new legislative changes with regards to religion education. These changes 

would completely alter the scope of the course and its influence on Turkish students. 

 

4.1.1 Religion education, 1980-1997 
 

 In the months following the coup, the junta generals made their views on education 

fairly clear. Within two years, the military endorsed a new constitution that mandated 

compulsory religion education in all primary and secondary schools. All school children from 

fourth grade until graduation from high school must take the “Religion Culture and Morals 

Course” (Din Kütürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Dersi). The new course combined two previously 

separated subjects: the compulsory civics course and the optional religion courses. The 

military thought that if people accepted this new curriculum, a greater social cohesion among 

the different populations in Turkey could be reached. The 1982 ministerial directive states, 

“Just as we cherish our national values, customs and traditions, we acknowledge that one of 

the important components of a nation is religion.”

In this section, I look at discussions of religion education in various quarters, including 

military, bureaucratic and scholarly circles. By tracking these various discourses, it is possible 

to see the cultural and political shifts that eventually led to the course being made compulsory. 

Moreover, the move to compulsory religion education was indicative of wider policy shifts in 

the realm of education and the ideological dominance of the “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis”.  

31 More than any other school subject, the 

state now viewed religion education as the means to introduce students to the topics of 

tradition, modernity and nationalism.32

 In this emerging political culture, the 1980 coup provided an opportune moment to 

reinvent a more religious Turkish polity.

  

33 After 12 September 1980, the generals 

considerably tightened the institutional links between the armed forces and the national 

education system. Before power was returned to civilian politicians approximately three years 

later, the military passed a series of education reforms that “sought to prevent at all costs the 

consolidation of identities that threatened to fragment nation into a politics of differences”.34

 As we have already seen, by the time religion courses became compulsory in 1982, 

 

                                                           
31 “Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Programı” [Religion and Morals Program], Tebliğler Dergisi, 29 March 1982, p. 
156. 
32 Sam Kaplan, “Religious Nationalism: A Textbook Case from Turkey.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East 25.3 (2005), p. 669. 
33 Sam Kaplan, “Din-u Devlet All over again? The Politics of Military Secularism and Religious Militarism in 
Turkey following the 1980 Coup.” The International Journal of Middle East Studies 34.1 (Feb. 2002), p. 119. 
34 Ibid. 
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religion education had already established a clear foothold in the state education system. 

Although the Ministry of Education showed some interest in structuring these courses 

according to pedagogical concerns, religion education was not yet regarded as a social 

scientific field. Apart from the work of Beyza Bilgin, no academic studies had been conducted 

on the topic of religion education in Turkey. Bilgin conducted her doctoral research at the 

Ankara University Theology Faculty in 1971; her topic was “Love as the basis of education in 

Islam”. But her best-known work dealt with the issue of religion education in the Turkish 

formal education system and was titled “Religion Education in Turkey and Religion courses 

at High Schools.”35 This research was conducted between 1973 and 1976; Bilgin’s objective 

was to identify current problems in religion education, the situation of the courses, and what 

improvements might be made. She contacted various actors within religion education, 

including teachers, students and parents, all of whom were invited to discuss their thoughts 

and expectations of the courses. Bilgin’s findings were based mainly on the surveys she 

distributed to 1255 high schools in Turkey, out of which 873 high schools were evaluated in 

her research.36

Voluntary religion lessons, in application, turned into lessons whose existence was 
based on arbitrary will of the teacher, student or the school administration. In some 
schools the courses were totally omitted arguing that no student wanted to take this 
course. The situation was like this in the 97 schools that participated to my survey not 
counting the ones that did not participate to the course. Again according to the survey 
results in 30% of the schools the participation to the course was 100%. In these 
schools the overall problems were less when compared with other schools where the 
participation rate was less than 50%. In the latter schools religion courses could not be 
seen in the school curricula due to the fact that these courses were either offered very 
early in the morning before the actual school day started or after the school day was 
over. This inevitably diminished the incentive for the student to take this course 
because children did not want to come or leave the school at times different than their 
friends. In schools where the number of children who take this course exceeded the 
ones who do not, another problem arose as to where accommodate the latter. The 
parents who had the say on whether their children were going to take the course or not 
were also not conscious in their decisions just like their children. There were even 
worse situations where students threatened the religion course teachers with not taking 
the course with his/her other friends, if the teacher did not guarantee to give the 
highest grade to them.

 Her principal conclusion was that religion education courses should be made 

compulsory and given a proper place in the school curricula. She argued that if the courses 

remained voluntary, they would eventually become less effective and various pedagogical 

problems would follow: 

37

                                                           
35 Beyza Bilgin, Türkiye'de Din Eğitimi ve Liselerde Din Dersleri [Religion Education in Turkey and Religion 
Courses at High Schools]. Ankara: Emel, 1980. 

  

36 Ibid., p. 24. 
37 New Methodological Approaches in Religious Education, International Symposium, Papers and Discussions. 
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Bilgin also argued that if certain legalislative changes were made, religion education 

could be reconciled with the Constitution. A young assistant professor at the time, Beyza 

Bilgin had immense influence on the process of making the religion courses compulsory. Her 

controversial thesis was published in 1980. The dean of the university, Professor Hüseyin 

Atay, read the book and determined that Bilgin’s ideas should be put before the MGK (Milli 

Güvenlik Kurulu/ National). Atay’s written proposal received little support from other 

scholars who, although in agreement with Bilgin's ideas, feared taking them to the military 

junta. The report was sent to the MGK on 19 November 1980 and contrary to expectations, 

Atay was invited to explain his proposal in detail. In addition, Atay offered his own ideas 

about why religion education was important for Turkish youth and how to conduct it without 

violating any freedoms.  

As a consequence of Atay’s report, Bilgin was appointed as a consultant to the 

“Ministry of Education Religion Instruction Working Committee” (MEB Din Öğretimi 

Çalışma Grubu) a committe which was also working on the improvement of religion 

education. In the committee, she repeated her arguments in favour of compulsory religion 

education. In February 1981, the committee produced a report that in its “Suggestions” 

section, explained how the courses might be conducted.38 Although favouring “compulsory” 

religion education, the report argued that in religion courses, children should not be compelled 

to practice their own religion. The report also stated that where there were sufficient numbers 

of non-Muslims to make up a class, their religion should be taught. However, this number 

remained unspecified in the report. This suggestion shows an implicit awareness that if 

courses did not address non-Muslims, they risked compromising the secularism clause in the 

Constitution. On this same topic, again in February 1981, the Minister of Religious Affairs 

produced a fifty-page report titled “A report about Religion Education in Turkey”. For the first 

time, there was a clear statement that said: “as a requirement of freedom of religion and 

conscience, non-Muslims must have the right to opt out from the course given that they 

submit a petition to the school administration at the beginning of the school years. If numbers 

of non-Muslims in a classroom exceed ten, then a special class for them could be opened 

where they could learn their religion.”39

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Ankara: MEB Yay, 2004, p. 686. 

 However, no further research or work followed from 

that proposal. 

38 Din Eğitimi Çalışma Grubu Raporu [Religion Instruction Working Committee]. Ankara: Milli Eğitim 
Bakanlığı, 6 Feb. 1981, pp. 7-21. 
39 Turkey. Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı. Türkiye'de Din Eğitim ve Öğretimi Hakkında Rapor [Report about religion 
education and instruction in Turkey]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 1981, p. 4. 
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 There were other committees that proposed ideas similar to those suggested by Bilgin. 

The Ministry of Education Religion Education Consultation Committee (Milli Eğitim 

Bakanlığı Din Eğitimi Danışma Kurulu) was one of them. The members of this committee 

included deans and chairs of various theology faculties, people from the Ministry of Religious 

Affairs, inspectors and advisors from Ministries, people from the Board of Education and 

Discipline and finally, teachers from Gazi Öğretmen Okulu (Gazi Teacher School). They were 

headed by Osman Feyzoğlu, who was the minister of the educational branch of the General 

Staff (Genel Kurmay). The purpose of the Committee was to research the feasibility of the 

transition to compulsory religion education from the previous voluntary course. The 

committee met on 28 May 1981 and after two days of intense debate, agreed (with only two 

members opposing the idea) that religion education should be compulsory during primary and 

secondary education. These two members who voted against the proposal, İbrahim Agah 

Çubukçu and Neda Armaner, thought that the course was not compatible with the Tevhid-i 

Tedrisat (Law of Unification of Instruction) ideals and the principle of secularism. Moreover, 

they believed the course would create problems for Alevis and non-Muslims. Other members 

opposed this argument, claiming that to teach religion from a cultural perspective would not 

create problems for minority groups. 

 Another committee was established by the Ministry of State responsible for religious 

affairs. It was called “The Science Committee with respect to Atatürk's Ideas about Religion 

and Secularism” (Atatürk'ün Din ve Laiklik Konusundaki Görüşleri Hakkında Bilim 

Kurulu).40 The aim of this committee was to investigate whether compulsory religion courses 

were compatible with Atatürk’s idea of secularism, and to evaluate the issue in the context of 

contemporary needs. The committee was headed by a constitutional law professor and 

included three academics from the Ankara Theology Faculty, as well as representatives from 

other universities. The group conducted extensive work on the topics of Islam and secularism. 

However, the final report did not state clearly whether the courses should be compulsory. Its 

somewhat limited finding was that the courses should be offered in schools, and they must 

stay under state supervision and monitoring. Bilgin notes that with the way the report was 

written, one could easily get the impression that legally it was not all right to make further 

changes about the nature of the course and thus make it compulsory.41

                                                           
40 New Methodological Approaches in Religious Education, International Symposium, Papers and Discussions. 
Ankara: MEB Yay, 2004, p. 686. 

 In fact, the report did 

not reflect the views of three academics from the Ankara Theology Faculty who explained 

41 Ibid., p. 683. 
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their dissenting opinions in a separate report. They believed that the committee report should 

have stated that Atatürk did not oppose religion per se, and that in order to raise Atatürkist 

children, there was a need for religion education based upon Turkish-Islamic ideas. These 

views of the theologians were reflected in the religion textbooks printed soon after. The 

textbooks depicted Atatürk as successfully integrating dedication to the state and good 

citizenship with a strong adherence to Islam—an interpretation that would ring untrue with 

some.42

A final committee, the Religion Education Committee (Din Eğitimi Komitesi), was 

formed by the General Secretary of the National Security Commitee. In this group, there were 

representatives of the previous committees as well as new representatives. According to 

Bilgin, the most important discussions of the pedagogical transition to compulsory religion 

education took place in this committee. Bilgin was present in all of the committees.

 Years after his death, Atatürk remained still as the ‘reference point’, the accepted 

authority whose ideas were always referred to when it came to the issue of religion education. 

Yet Atatürk’s ideas had not been crystal clear during his lifetime or beyond. Indeed, as the 

disagreements on this committee show, his views were appropriated and interpreted by 

opponents of religion education and by those in favour of it. 

43

 There were two other important academic gatherings that preceded and informed the 

work of the committees.

  

44 In April 1981, the Ankara University Theology Faculty hosted the 

“First Religion Education Seminar”. And in May that same year, the ‘Intellectuals’ Hearth’ 

(Aydınlar Ocağı) held a “National Education and Religion Education Science Seminar” (Milli 

Eğitim ve Din Eğitimi İlmi Semineri). In both of these seminars, the main focus of the papers 

was on the need for compulsory religion education. As in previous decades, the question of 

the course’s ‘legitimacy’ received the greatest attention. This meant that other important 

issues, such as the content and actual program of the course, were not given much thought. 

Moreover, there was no discussion of the possible problems that the course might create or 

how those problems might be solved. There was a consensus among participating scholars 

that compulsory religion education would unite the polarized Turkish youth, especially along 

mezhep45

 The Constitution of 1982 was not arranged by an assembly that had legal 

 lines. 

                                                           
42 Sam Kaplan, “Religious Nationalism”: A Textbook Case from Turkey, Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East, Vol. 25 No.3, 2005, p. 673. 
43 New Methodological Approaches in Religious Education, International Symposium, Papers and Discussions. 
Ankara: MEB Yay, 2004, p. 672. 
44 Nurullah Altaş, “Türkiye’de Zorunlu Din Öğretimini Yapılandıran Süreç, Hedefler ve Yeni Yöntem Arayışları” 
[“The Process, Aims and the Search for New Methods that Structure Compulsory Religion Education in 
Turkey”]. Dini Araştırmalar Dergisi (Jan.-Apr. 2002), p. 147. 
45 See footnote 91 of Chapter 3 for the meaning of Mezhep in this context. 
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representation or authority. The draft Consitution was prepared by the Assembly of 

Consultation that consisted of appointed members as opposed to elected ones. The MGK had 

control of the overall project. The Assembly of Consultation consisted of 160 members and 

was formed in June, 1981. “The Commission on Constitution” (a working party within the 

Assembly of Consultation) produced a proposal of 200 articles. Between 4 August and 23 

September 1981, the proposal was the subject of fierce debates prior to its submission to the 

National Security Council. Article 24 of the draft Constitution came under particular scrutiny. 

It dealt with religion education, but in terms that remained unchanged from the 1961 

Constitution.46

Religion and Morals (Ethics) education and instruction is compulsory during primary 
and secondary education and is done under the surveillance of the state. The 
participation to the course by people who do not belong to Islam depends on their 
volition; the international treaty clauses regarding minorities are reserved.

 This ran counter to previous decisions by both the government and the Council 

of National Security to render religion education compulsory. As a result of public debates on 

this specific issue, the draft Constitution was revised and 18 different amendments were 

made. Finally, on 1 September 1982, the following wording was agreed for article 24: 

47

 
 

 There were many reactions to this proposed article. Some members of the Assembly of 

Consultation believed that the religion courses must be compulsory. Others thought that this 

would be very detrimental to social cohesion. Kamer Genç, an Alevi member, thought that the 

course must remain voluntary; a compulsory course would constitute a breach of the principle 

of secularism. But his biggest concern was that there was no information in the article as to 

which mezhep (denomination) the proposed courses were going to be taught. Therefore, he 

believed that the course would aggravate relations between Alevis and Sunnis.48

 After further discussion and rewriting, article 24 took final shape:

 Another 

objection was that teaching religion alongside other sciences could confuse the minds of 

young children. As can be seen, these were more or less the same arguments that occurred 

every time religion education was discussed, from the beginning of the Republic.  
49

                                                           
46 In the draft Constitution the clause about religion education was mentioned as; “Religious education and 
teaching shall be subjected to the individual's own will and volition, and in the case of minors, to their legally 
appointed guardians.” 

 The fourth clause 

47 Halis Ayhan, Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004, p. 300. 
48 Ibid., p. 303. 
49 Article 24: Freedom of Religion and Conscience reads: 

c1. Everyone has the right to freedom of conscience, religious belief and conviction. 
c2. Acts of worship, religious services, and ceremonies shall be conducted freely, provided that they do 
not violate the provisions of Article 14. 
c3. No one shall be compelled to worship, or to participate in religious ceremonies and rites, to reveal 
religious beliefs and convictions, or be blamed or accused because of his religious beliefs and 
convictions. 
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of the article was changed like this:  

Education and instruction of religion and morals (ethics) shall be conducted under 
state supervision and control. Instruction of “Religion Culture and Morals” course 
shall be compulsory in the curricula of primary and secondary schools. Other religious 
education and instruction shall be subject to the individual’s own desire, and in the 
case of minors, to the request of their legal representatives. 

 
In the 1961 Constitution, non-Muslim student’' situation with regards to the course 

was more obvious because there was a statement that “the international treaty clauses 

regarding minorities are reserved”. However in this newly proposed Constitution, this last 

premise, together with the statement that non-Muslims must have the right to opt out of the 

course, was removed. The reasoning was explained by M.Fevku Uyguner, a Member of 

Parliament. In the Assembly, he argued that the term ‘minority’ was not referred to in any 

other statutes.50

 As a consequence of these various commissions and reports, the content of the religion 

course was being renewed and rethought. It seemed that in the new Constitution, the courses 

would be made compulsory. At the same time, some of Evren’s advisors informed him that the 

new religion course contained much repetitive information that could prove boring to 

children. Evren called a brief meeting with representatives of the commissions, in order to 

clarify the issue. After presentations by the Ministry of Education and the Board of Education 

and Discipline (Talim Terbiye Kurulu), a general took the floor and argued that there was no 

need to teach the course from fourth grade to the end of high school, and that religion could 

be learned in a period of three months. Bilgin, who was at the meeting, later explained that 

she and other members were hesitant to enter into discussion with the general but at the same 

time, very eager to present their counter arguments. Finally, Bilgin stood up and was granted 

permission to speak on the matter. She explained that religion courses should not be seen only 

 To introduce the term would be to conflict with the main principles of the 

Constitution that proclaimed all individuals equal before the law irrespective of language, 

race, sex, political opinion, philosophical views, religion or religious sect. Clearly, some MPs 

did not see that the needs of non-Muslims might differ and therefore require specific 

regulations. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
c4. Education and instruction in religion and ethics shall be conducted under state supervision and 
control. Instruction in religious culture and moral education shall be compulsory in the curricula of 
primary and secondary schools. Other religious education and instruction shall be subject to the 
individual’s own desire, and in the case of minors, to the request of their legal representatives. 
c5. No one shall be allowed to exploit or abuse religion or religious feelings, or things held sacred by 
religion, in any manner whatsoever, for the purpose of personal or political influence, or for even 
partially basing the fundamental, social, economic, political, and legal order of the state on religious 
tenets. 

50 Halis Ayhan, Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004, p. 313. 
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as a means to teach Islam, but as an opportunity for children to study their culture. This, 

according to Bilgin, could not be achieved in three months. She also asserted that not only 

Islam, but other religions and cultures must be included in the courses for students to gain a 

more thorough understanding of religion.  

 The next day, the Constitution (as endorsed by the military) was voted upon and 

accepted by a large majority of the public. This meant that article 24 was approved; Bilgin 

and all those who supported religion education in schools were content with the outcome. In 

one of her articles, Bilgin notes that many people at the time thought that the religion courses 

became compulsory as a consequence of military imposition. By explaining the process in a 

detailed manner, she tries to show that it was, in fact, initiated by theology scholars. The 

importance of the scholars’ involvement is undeniable, but it is also important to note that the 

generals approved many of the ideas emanating from the Intellectuals’ Hearth (Aydınlar 

Ocağı). This gave added force to the process of making the course compulsory. 

 In my interview with Beyza Bilgin, she raised a number of important points. First of 

all, many theologians, including Bilgin, pushed for compulsory religion education to be 

included in the education system. However, once the course was accepted by constitutional 

amendment, the theologians’ ideas about its content were not strictly followed. Thus, the 

course developed along different lines. For instance, Bilgin wanted the different mezheps of 

Islam, including Alevism, to be included in the curriculum. This was strongly opposed on the 

grounds that the issue was highly political and that it was preferable not to mention terms 

relating to Alevism or any other mezhep. Secondly, she argued that it was better to teach 

religious concepts that could be agreed upon by the different religions, or in the case of Islam, 

by every mezhep. But again, this did not materialize and according to Bilgin, the scholars did 

not have sufficient editorial control over the content of the textbooks. They were able to set 

topic headings, but not the material that appeared under those headings. She cited the example 

of books that illustrated namaz51

 This evidence suggests that the views of Bilgin and other scholars were overlooked in 

the planning of the course. As such, the dominant Sunni-Hanefi branch of Islam played a 

strong role in the evolution of the course and its textbooks. In addition, the plan to teach non-

Muslims their own religion was never put into force, on the grounds that there were 

 (ritual prayer). Illustrations were selected according to Sunni 

faith and did not contain the Alevi version of namaz. Although this was inaccurate, it was 

allowed to pass, as most of the teachers and textbook authors were Sunnis.  

                                                           
51 Namaz is the word for prayer used by Muslims speaking Indo-Iranian, South Slavic and Turkic languages; it 
comes from an Indo-European root meaning ‘to bow, or prostrate’. 
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insufficient numbers of non-Muslims in the classrooms. There was a clear contradiction 

between the ‘ideal’ of offering religion courses to non-Muslims and what actually occurred. 

Arguably, this constituted a failure on the part of the state to treat all citizens equally. Finally, 

despite proposals that the course content should consist of ethics, it is apparent that the final 

design was primarily intended for Sunni Muslims.  

In the 1982-83 school year, the newly organized course finally appeared in the 

curriculum and was taught at every level. Nonetheless, various issues relating to the course 

continued to be debated. On 7 March 1986, Şeyhmus Bahçeci, an MP from the SHP 

(Sosyaldemokrat Halk Partisi /Social Democratic People's Party), put three written questions 

to the Minister of Education, Metin Emiroğlu.52

“In line with the aims of the course, the ‘Religion Culture and Morals Course’ gives 
information about religion culture and ethics. Among the aims of the course are; to 
always bear in mind and protect our state’s secularism principle; not to cause any 
breach of freedom of thought and conscience; not to force anybody to practice 
religious teachings.”

 Of these, the third question cast particular 

light on how the state viewed the relation between religion education and non-Muslims. 

Bahçeci asked, “How are the religion courses carried out in schools where non-Muslims are 

going?” The answer he received was: 

53

 

 This was a summary response which can only be interpreted as 
a failure by the government to seriously engage with the needs and rights of non-
Muslims in the context of religion education. 

 The fact that compulsory religion education included non-Muslims was again put on 

the parliamentary agenda during the 1987 budget discussions. The Minister of Education said 

at this time that the Ministry would send out a directive to school administrators, reminding 

them that non-Muslims had the right to opt out of the religion course, but must still take the 

ethics course. The Minister then repeated his previous assertions that the course, in his view, 

offered general ethical and cultural dimensions of religion, making it relevant to non-

Muslims. 

 Thus, between the years 1982 and 1987, when the religion course was first introduced 

in a compulsory manner, non-Muslims were forced to take the course. During this period, the 

Ministry received a number of letters from non-Muslims demanding an end to this practice. In 

1987, the Board of Education and Discipline (Talim Terbiye Kurulu) finally agreed to that 

                                                           
52 Yasemin Gümüş, “TBMM Tutanaklarında Milli Eğitim Bakanlarının Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi Hakkındaki 
Görüşleri 1980-2003” [“The views of Ministers of National Education about religion education as reflected in 
the parliamentary reports”]. MA thesis Marmara U Soc. Sci. Inst, 2007, p 32. ; Turkey. T.B.M.M. Tutanak 
Dergisi 27 (17 Mar. 1986), p. 93. 
53 Turkey. T.B.M.M. Tutanak Dergisi 27 (17 Mar. 1986), p. 94. 
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demand.54 The same decision was repeated in a decree passed in 1990 and signed by Minister 

of Education Avni Akyol, Minister of CultureNamık Kemal Zeybek, Minister of National 

Defense Sefa Giray, and Minister of Labor and Social Security İmren Aykut. The decree 

ordered that Christians and Jews would be exempt from religion courses, provided they gave 

proof of their religious status. However, if they wished to attend the courses, they were to 

provide a petition from their parents.55 As can be seen, there was an ambiguity, especially 

between 1982 and 1990, about how to handle non-Muslims who attended state schools. 
 In 1988, the Ministry of Religious Affairs, the Ankara University Theology Faculty, 

and the Turkish Diyanet Foundation (Türk Diyanet Vakfı) put together a seminar.56 Along with 

other topics, the plan was to discuss the quality of compulsory religion education in Turkey. 

Mualla Selçuk gave a presentation detailing the current problems in religion education.57 

According to her field evidence, the courses did not take into consideration individual and 

cultural differences among students. Although it did not result in a reconsideration of the 

course structure, this was an important piece of research. It is arguable that state confidence in 

the educational model/approach known as the “non-confessional approach” (mezhepler üstü 

yaklaşım), allowed these problems to continue without further scrutiny. This model had been 

developed in England by Ninian Smart during the 1970s, but was applied rather erroneously 

in its Turkish version.58 In his studies, Ninian Smart distanced religious studies from 

traditional theology. He argued that evaluating truth claims and apology had no role, but that 

investigation into the ‘truth’ and ‘worth’ of religion per se was a valid academic enterprise in 

the public arena of state funded education.59 Thus the key point was that religious education 

should be non-confessional. Moreover, according to Smart, religious education should 

transcend the informative “and engage in dialogue with the para-historical claims of religions 

and anti-religious outlooks.”60

                                                           
54 “Bakanlık'tan 'seçmeli' din dersi uyarısı” [“‘Voluntary’ religion education warning of the minister”]. Zaman 
Gazetesi 28 Sept. 2007.  

 He argued that it need not be hostile to the type of committed 

approach pursued in theology, “provided it is open, and do not artificially restrict 

understanding and choice.” This understanding’s basic premise was that religious education 

55 Hacer Yıldırım Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal 
Gazetesi 24 Oct. 2004. 
56 Nurullah Altaş, “Türkiye’de Zorunlu Din Öğretimini Yapılandıran Süreç, Hedefler ve Yeni Yöntem Arayışları” 
[“The Process, Aims and the Search for New Methods that Structure Compulsory Religion Education in 
Turkey”]. Dini Araştırmalar Dergisi (Jan.-Apr. 2002), p. 147. 
57 Ibid., p. 154. 
58 John Shepherd, “İslam ve Din Eğitimi: Mezhebe/dine Dayalı Olmayan Yaklaşım” [“Islam and religious 
education: a non-confessional approach”]. Trans. Bekir Demirkol. Din Öğretimi ve Din Hizmetleri Semineri. 
Ankara: DIB, 1988, pp. 370-378. 
59 Ninian Smart,  Secular Education and the Logic of Religion. New York: Humanities, 1968, p. 105.  
60 Ibid. 
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should not be concerned with evangelizing, but with elucidating understanding, or meaning.  

 In its Turkish version, although the intentions of theologians such as Bilgin were in 

line with Smart’s ideas, the application of the course was far from Smart’s model. In Turkey, it 

became a model that effectively ‘Sunnified’ the course, under cover of this term ‘non-

confessional’ (mezhepler üstü- which can literally translated to English as ‘supra-secterian’) 

that was originally intended to safeguard students against the imposition of a single religion or 

mezhep. In other words, the model was used to foreground Islamic teaching and maintain the 

unity of Islam. In sum, the application of Smart’s model to the Turkish context proved to be 

highly problematic for non-Sunnis. Since the presence of non-Sunni students in classrooms 

was an undeniable fact, in 1992, the Ministry of Education added non-Islamic religions to the 

framework of the course. This decision was explained in the Tebliğler Dergisi, a decree that 

was sent to all schools nation-wide: 

...During the preparation of the religion education curriculum the possibility of the 
 existence of a small number of pupils who belong to Christianity, Judaism and other 
 religions was taken into consideration. In line with this view, to support the national 
and general culture, commensurate with the proportion assigned to each religion, 
knowledge has been provided about Islam, Judaism, Christianity and other religions 
respectively. This knowledge will undoubtedly extend the world of pupil's faith and 
culture and it will enable them to behave more tolerantly and sensitively 
(sympathetically) towards followers of other religions.61

 
 

 The decree also stated that Jewish and Christian students should not be taught or made 

to recite the prayers and topics of Kelime-i Şahadet, Kelime-i Tevhid, Besmele, Amentü, Ayet, 

Sure and Namaz. Therefore, they must not be held responsible for these topics in determining 

their grades.62

 Kaymakcan argues that the secondary school curriculum prepared in 1982 did allow 

for teaching non-Islamic religions, and accordingly, textbooks have included material on 

Christianity, Judaism and other non-Islamic religions.

 This decree marks a clear departure from the previous (1990) decree, which 

stated that Christians and Jews were to be exempted from the course. Unfortunately, there is 

little evidence to show why this change was introduced. It certainly added to the ambiguity 

about how to handle non-Muslims in religion courses, even if the larger state intention was to 

make the course more egalitarian. 

63

                                                           
61 Recep Kaymakcan, “Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 283. 

 In fact, these plans never amounted to 

62 Hacer Yıldırım Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal 
Gazetesi 24 Oct. 2004. 
63 Recep Kaymakcan, “Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 281.  
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more than a couple of pages in only some of the textbooks. Alevism, on the other hand, was 

almost never mentioned in textbooks. Kaymakcan tries to explain the lack of interest in the 

question of how non-Islamic religions should be treated, and which method should be 

employed to present them in religion education. He gives three reasons. The first one is the 

“theological understanding of other religions”. According to Kaymakcan, the inherited 

medrese understanding of religion has remained prevalent in contemporary religious studies 

in Turkey. This inherited understanding of religion (Islam) defines non-Islamic religions as 

either corrupted divine religions or non-divine religions. And on the basis of this outlook, a 

confessional method has been adopted for the study of other religions. Thus the main purpose 

of this method has been to assert the superiority of Islam over other religions. Certainly it is 

true that course textbooks almost always stress the ‘fact’ that Islam is the only divine religion 

and that it has remained uncorrupted unlike other religions. 

 Secondly, Kaymakcan cites what he calls the ‘priorities in the study of religion 

education in Turkey’. He argues that as a result of many fluctuations in the role of religion, 

and the relatively late recognition of the importance of religion education in modern Turkey, 

the question of how to handle non-Islamic religions, particularly Christianity and Judaism, has 

received little attention from academic researchers.  

 The last factor, according to Kaymakcan, is the ‘Practical importance of the study of 

non-Islamic religions for Turks’. In this article, Kaymakcan argues that in comparison with 

Western Europe, Turkey cannot be considered a multi-faith society. He finds that because the 

majority of the Turkish population is Muslim and non-Muslims have their own community 

schools, Turkish theologians have felt little pressure to conduct research in this area.64 Taken 

together, these three factors help to explain educators’ reluctance to develop religion 

education for religions other than Sunni Islam. 
 There are some scholarly writings that seek to justify the inclusion of other religions in 

the courses. In many of these works, a central argument is that if we hope to understand and 

respect other people, we need knowledge of their religions. Moreover, the Koran mentions 

non-Islamic religions, and the prophets and scriptures associated with other faiths. Lastly, it is 

important to know other religions in order ‘to defend’ one’s own religion (in the Turkish case, 

Islam) accurately.65

                                                           
64 Ibid., p. 282. 

 Nowhere in this analysis can we see a perspective that takes into account 

the needs and rights of students who follow religions other than Sunni Islam. The arguments 

proposed here look only from the perspective of Sunni students and are aimed at improving 

65 Ibid., p. 283. 
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these students’ educational capacities. Moreover, as it will be clear in the next chapter, due to 

various organizational problems, many Jews and Christians had to take these courses, thereby 

invalidating the claim that all non-Muslims attend minority schools. This perspective, which 

is internalized by the state and by scholars of religion education, shows how fragile the 

foundations are for the principle of secularism in Turkey. 

 The parliamentary debates during 1980-1997 revealed MPs’ concerns about the 

religion course once it had come into full force. Many thought that the application of the 

course was not going as planned, and rumours surfaced that teachers were making the 

children learn the Koran in schools. There were MPs who thought that religious material 

should be kept to a minimum on the courses, but that parents who wanted their children to 

receive religion instruction had access to places outside school to do so.66

 With time, it became obvious that the curriculum of the religion course developed by 

the Board of Education included the teaching of prayers and religious practices.

  

67 The 

curriculum required students in the 4th grade to memorize prayers and at the 6th grade level, to 

perform daily prayers. Thus, it was clear that confessional religious instruction was being 

conducted within the compulsory courses.68 However, as Education Reform Initiative (ERI) 

rightfully pointed out, article 2 of the 1982 and 1961 Constitutions clearly stated that the 

“Republic of Turkey is a democratic, secular and social state based on the rule of law.” This 

meant that under Articles 2 and 24 of the 1982 Constitution, the teaching of Religion Culture 

and Morals by the secular state could not be oriented towards imposing particular religious 

beliefs or convictions.69 Moreover, the reference to “religious beliefs and convictions” in 

Article 24 asserted that religious disbelief was as acceptable as religious belief. Therefore, in 

constitutional terms, it was clear that Religion Culture and Morals course should take the form 

of ‘teaching about religion’ rather than ‘teaching religion’. The statement ‘culture of religion 

or religious culture’ precluded the idea of imposing a religion or sect.70

                                                           
66 Yasemin Gümüş, “TBMM Tutanaklarında Milli Eğitim Bakanlarının Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi Hakkındaki 
Görüşleri 1980-2003” [“The views of Ministers of National Education about religion education as reflected in 
the parliamentary reports”]. MA thesis Marmara U Soc. Sci. Inst, 2007, p. 32. ; Turkey. T.B.M.M. Tutanak 
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 However, despite the 

improper application of the course, political parties and governments did not show much 

67 In his memoirs, Kenan Evren wrote that there was a specific reason why the course was not called “Religion 
Education course”(Din Dersi in Turkish). He said that they did not call the course like that in order to prevent the 
exploitation of the course which could entail teaching of suras, memorizing of Koran and which could actually 
force students to practice namaz. It is seen all his fears were materialized in a short future which makes one 
question his sincerity given his strong commitment to Turkish- Islamic Synthesis. (Halis Ayhan,  Türkiye’de Din 
Eğitimi [Religion Education in Turkey]. Istanbul: Dem, 2004 ,p. 316) 
68 “Religion and Schooling in Turkey: The Need for Reform.” Education Reform Initiative Mar. 2005. PDF file. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
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concern about this issue. The only exception was the 1997 party program of the CHP, where it 

was argued that religion education courses should be made voluntary again, although we do 

not know why this issue came up in the party program or what kind of a voluntary course the 

CHP had in mind.71

 The courses have lasted to the present day and remained relatively unchallenged, due 

partly to a lack of civic interest or debates on the issue. Yet far from bringing peace to society 

and the different mezheps, the courses have seemed to create greater enmity, shaking public 

trust (especially that of the Alevis), in the impartiality of the state towards all religions. 

  

 
4.2 Religious minorities and the political environment between 1997-2009 

 The period between 1997 and 2009 was in many ways shaped by the social and 

political gravity of the AKP. Therefore, I open this section by explaining the AKP’s main 

principles from the moment it came to power, and how the European accession process 

informed these principles. In this period, despite being a conservative party with its roots, 

going back to radical Islamists parties, the AKP’s political interests strongly overlapped with 

the democratization movement triggered by EU negotiations. Thus, the biggest impetus 

behind the improvement to some minority rights in this period came from European Union 

sanctions against Turkey. However, as the intentions behind the reforms had more to do with 

EU and international politics than domestic goodwill, the actual effects of those reforms were 

somewhat limited. They certainly did not bring substantial changes to the lives of religious 

minorities.   

 During the mid-eighties, the government’s response to Islamic activism and political 

liberalization was flexible in the sense that it opened up new opportunities for some Islamist 

groups. The hardcore Islamic Refah Parti’s (RP) political journey proves this premise. 

Although the RP had become more of an opposition party in parliamentary elections in the 

mid-1980s, it was the winning party in the 1995 elections and then became a coalition partner 

in 1997.72 However, as already noted, relations between the government and the army had 

begun to deteriorate by the beginning of 1997. After the army achieved what, at the time, 

Turks called “the first post-modern coup”, banning the RP, Islamists reorganized and founded 

the FP (Fazilet Partisi / Virtue Party).73

                                                           
71 İsmail Kaplan, The Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its Implications for Political Socialisation, 
Dissertation submitted to the Institute of Social Sciences, Boğaziçi Univ, 1998, p. 257. 

 In 1999, the first elections were held after the coup of 

1997. Observers were anxious to know if there would be an Islamist backlash. But there was 

72 Nilüfer Narlı, “AKP Victory was Forseeble in 2001.” Bia News Center 4 Nov. 2002. Web. 10 Dec. 2008. 
73 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 301. 
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no backlash and the FP lost about a quarter of the old RP’s support. One main reason for this 

was that pro-Islamic groups realized that Islamic social and economic networks could be 

damaged even when political Islam was at its peak (1995-1999). Therefore, they opted out to 

withdraw their support from Islamist political movements.74

On 22 June 2001, the constitutional court banned the FP, arguing that it was a direct 

continuation of the Refah Partisi (RP). This sparked debates within the FP between the 

conservatives, who were in favour of a strict Islamist line, and the modernists, who wanted to 

turn the party into a broad right of centre movement and jettison the Islamic rhetoric.

 

75 When 

the modernists lost out, they broke away (under the leadership of Abdullah Gül and Tayyip 

Erdoğan) to form the AKP in August 2001. Having seen the waning support for political 

Islam, the AKP immediately portrayed itself as a moderate, conservative, pro-Western party 

that advocated a liberal market economy and Turkish membership in the European Union. 

Referring to themselves as “conservative democrats”, AKP leaders announced a program that 

highlighted democracy, rule of law, civil society, human rights, globalization and Turkey’s 

accession to the European Union.76 Instead of an overt political representation of Islam, AKP 

leaders opted for a conservative-centrist approach to secure Islamic social and economic 

networks.77 Therefore, the AKP symbolized the withdrawal of Islam from the political sphere 

in return for safeguarding its social network which was the basis of conservatism the AKP 

claimed to represent.78 Thus the AKP shifted the focus of religiously affiliated politics from 

concern over Turkey’s lack of Islamic characteristics to a push for democratic and economic 

reforms. In addition, they claimed to represent moral values through the communitarian-

liberal consensus. AKP tried very hard to temper its Islamist image and to be disassociated 

from National View Movement (Milli Görüş) from which it had originated.79

                                                           
74 İhsan D. Dağı, “The Justice and Development Party: Identity, Politics, and Discourse of Human Rights in the 
Search for Security and Legitimacy.” The Emergence of a New Turkey: Democracy and the AK Party. Ed. Hakan 
Yavuz. Salt Lake City: Utah UP, 2006, p. 95. 

 As a result, the 

AKP succeeded in drawing support from poor rural and immigrant areas, as well as from 

reformists, the middle class and youth. In the 2002 elections, the AKP received 34 percent of 

75 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 304. 
76 Amr Taha, “Poltical Islam in Turkey- FAQs.” Islamonline n.d. Web. 25 Nov. 2008. 
77 İhsan D. Dağı, “The Justice and Development Party: Identity, Politics, and Discourse of Human Rights in the 
Search for Security and Legitimacy.” The Emergence of a New Turkey: Democracy and the AK Party. Ed. Hakan 
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78 Ibid., p. 91. 
79 One way to achieve that was to build a broad coalition with members of centre right parties. This move was 
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to the old, state-driven development parties which not only paid more attention to the problem of heavily skewed 
income distribution and social injustice, but also supported medium and small-scale businesses in order to 
vitalize the production sector.  See: Keyman, E. Fuat. “A Political Earthquake in Turkey: An Analysis of the 
prospects of the AKP government in Turkey.” Eurozine 23 Jan. 2008. Web. 
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the vote and won a majority in the National Assembly.  

  Despite its party statements, the AKP has introduced numerous changes that could be 

described as rooted in Islam.80 Gradually, these changes polarized the Turkish society. Some 

saw Prime Minister Erdogan and the AKP’s policies as a movement towards a more 

democratic, liberal society, one that could make room for religious expression. Others 

believed that allowing Islam into the public realm was “a pretext for the forced expression of 

Islam and adherence to shari’a law, which would constitute a religious retrenchment that 

could be as subversive to the country’s well-being and progress as a military coup.”81 I 

believe that the intense focus on the headscarf debates, in particular, may have pushed other, 

related issues to the background. In this regard, it is difficult to assess AKP policies towards 

non-Muslims and Alevis. My analysis is in keeping with that of İhsan Dağı, who argues that 

the AKP's discourse and policies reflect the Party’s relative ‘insecurity’ in its encounters with 

the secularist establishment.82

The AKP emerged at a time when two previous political parties of the founding 
leaders of the AKP had been closed down by the Constitutional Court in the last three 
years; when the leader of the movement, Tayyip Erdoğan, had been imprisoned

 Dağı states that:  

83 and 
banned from active politics; and when the Kemalist/Secularist center represented by 
the military and the judiciary had displayed its determination to eliminate any Islamic- 
popular opposition as well as its social and economic networks. Under these 
circumstances the AKP has developed a strategy of adopting a language of human 
rights and democracy as a discursive shield.84

 
  

In other words, the search for legitimacy and security shaped the AKP approach to human 

rights. In the party program for the 2002 election campaign, the AKP placed a heavy emphasis 

                                                           
80 In 2004, Istanbul’s Mayor Muammer Güler passed a bill banning all publicly displayed images, including 
advertisements, containing partial nudity. In 2005, the AKP banned the sale of alcoholic beverages in a section of 
Ankara which was mostly occupied by bars and restaurants. This ban was soon lifted, although a licensing 
requirement still remains for the establishments. The AKP has also been accused of placing Islamist individuals 
in government offices and giving out government contracts to parties rooted in Islam. Following the 2007 
elections, the AKP began to pursue a more state-oriented agenda that critics have described as Islamic populism. 
Support for the party has fluctuated as its leaders denied allegations of anti-secular activity. In 2007, the AKP 
passed a bill removing the headscarf ban in all universities. This action drew substantial criticism and by 2008, 
there were calls for the AKP to be disbanded. Thus the AKP found itself locked in battle with Turkey's secular 
elite, backed by the powerful military, over changes to the ban on wearing headscarves. As the height of this 
conflict, hundreds of Turks gathered in protest around Atatürk’s mausoleum.  
81 Henry Kegan, “Turkey’s Future under the AKP.” The Forum for International Policy Aug. 2008. Web. 
82 İhsan D. Dağı, “The Justice and Development Party: Identity, Politics, and Discourse of Human Rights in the 
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83 In 1998, Erdogan was imprisoned for four months because of a poem he read in public, which prosecutors 
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and the believers our soldiers." 
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Yavuz. Salt Lake City: Utah UP, 2006, p. 95. 



133 
 

on human rights and democracy. The program declared that different social, ethnic, political 

and religious identities must be regarded as a source of richness, rather than as a threat.85

 

 In 

sum, recent legislative reforms have been driven by Turkey’s EU membership bid. Securing a 

clear path to membership has been regarded as essential, not only for the democratization and 

development of Turkey, but also for AKP modernization and legitimacy. It is in this context 

that AKP relations with Turkey’s religious minorities must be evaluated.  

4.2.1 The EU and non-Muslims of Turkey 

 In order to guarantee liberties to believers in the officially secular nation, the AKP has 

pursued a policy of religious freedom. It has assured the EU that it would respect freedoms for 

religious minorities, although progress has been somewhat limited. As mentioned in chapter 

one, in the last few years, there has been an increase in the numbers of religiously motivated 

hate crimes. This would suggest that AKP measures to improve the rights of non-Muslims and 

other religious minorities have not yet created a nation free of xenophobia and religious 

enmity.  Moreover, all of these reforms must be understood as belonging to the complexities 

of EU accession, and therefore cannot be simply judged as party political or grass roots 

changes.   
 In the 1990s, under the accession requirements, Turkey faced the question of how to 

preserve its national and territorial integrity while also recognizing the ethno-linguistic and 

religious diversity present in society. The growing visibility of non-Turkish and non-Muslim 

identities unleashed a process defined by Kadıoğlu as the “denationalization of citizenship”.86 

According to Kadıoğlu, the “denationalization of citizenship” gained momentum after 

Turkey’s official candidacy for the European Union. Parliament passed numerous reforms 

enabling the use of other languages and the practice of multiple religions.87

                                                           
85 Ibid, p. 9. 

 These reforms 

were upheld by civic organizations in order to signal the presence of multicultural identities in 

Turkey. In Kadıoğlu’s scheme, these processes pointed to a denationalization of citizenship in 

Turkey. It is clear that the rise of identity politics, demands for cultural rights, and debates on 

constitutional citizenship all contributed to the pressures put on the Turkish government by 

the EU accession process. Indeed, the 1993 Copenhagen summit confirmed that prior to EU 

accession, a candidate country must have achieved a stable democracy, rule of law, respect for 

human rights, and respect for and protection of minorities. However, it was left to the specific 

86 Ayşe Kadıoğlu, “Denationalization of Citizenship? The Turkish Experience.” Citizenship Studies 11.3 (July 
2007), pp. 284-286. 
87 Ibid., p. 283. 
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negotiations between the EU and candidate country to produce a detailed program for 

minority rights and protection. In Turkey's Accession Partnership Document, priority was 

given to enhancing the linguistic and cultural rights of minorities. As a candidate country, 

Turkey was tasked with satisfying minimal standards of protection within the national system. 

 From 1998 onwards, the EU Commission's annual progress reports on Turkey also 

monitored its progress in relation to minority rights and protection. The Commission prepared 

eleven such reports on Turkey during the period 1998-2008. “These reports are important in 

the sense that they not only put forth what is expected of Turkey for its accession to the EU 

but also monitor the progress taken by Turkey after each report in a comparative manner with 

the previous years’ report as well as the shortcomings and ill-treatments in fulfilling the 

political criteria in the area of minority rights and the protection of minorities.”88  
 Within the specificity of the protection of minorities, all of the reports pinpoint that 

Turkey's minority regime, as set out in Lausanne Treaty, was restrictive and hence did not 

provide a protective framework for other ethnic, cultural and religious groups and 

communities that fall outside the scope of the Treaty as there were other groups in Turkey 

which might have qualified for minority status such as the Assyrians, the Kurds and the 

Alevis.89 Moreover, the reports repeatedly stated that Turkey was not applying the Lausanne 

Treaty to its full extent, as there were problems in the daily lives of the recognized non-

Muslim minorities.90 To this end, the reports urged Turkey to adopt constitutional 

amendments that would enable it to meet EU standards on minority protection. In one of her 

articles on the topic, Toktaş produced a chart showing the minority rights issues raised in EU 

Commission Reports between 1998 and 2005.91 This chart identified numerous problems, 

including minority experiences in state schools, the status of minority schools and the content 

of textbooks. With the exception of 1999 and 2002, every annual report cited discrimination 

against minorities as a feature of the compulsory religion course.92

 As for the problems facing the ‘Lausanne minorities’, the 2003 report noted that some 

parents had encountered difficulties in enrolling their children in religious minority schools.

 

93

                                                           
88 Şule Toktaş, “EU Enlargement Conditions and Minority Protection: A Reflection on Turkey’s Non-Muslim 
Minorities.” East European Quarterly 40.4 (Dec. 2006), p. 492. 

 

Children could only attend such schools if their father was registered as belonging to that 

89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid.  
91 Ibid.  
92 Ibid., p. 507. 
93 Ibid., p. 497. 
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religious minority; the mother’s faith was not considered.94 In that same 2003 report, there 

was criticism of the ban on the publication and import of non-approved religious textbooks. 

This problem was of particular concern to Greek minority schools. Finally, the report noted 

ongoing concern over the appointment of a Muslim deputy head to a religious minority 

school.95

 In 2004, the Greek minority schools reported problems in obtaining approval of new 

teaching materials and the recognition of teachers from abroad.

 

96 The report also noted that in 

contravention of the 2003 Labour Law and in contrast with the situation of their colleagues of 

Turkish origin, Greek minority teachers were only permitted to teach in one school. The 

Armenian community had concerns about the provision of Armenian language instruction. 

The Alevis experienced difficulties in opening places of worship and were unhappy that 

compulsory religion instruction in schools failed to acknowledge non-Sunni identities.97 

Three reports made mention of positive developments such as the editing of textbooks in 

order to address the concerns of Christians and remove discriminatory language.98

 In more recent reports, especially for the years 2006, 2007 and 2008, the issue of 

compulsory religion education and its failure to acknowledge Alevi specificity has been 

repeatedly voiced. Having started negotiations and introduced several reforms, Turkey still 

faces EU criticism with respect to the protection of minorities. Indeed, EU officials have 

frequently remarked that Turkey slowed down its reform process in 2005. Enlargement 

Commissioner Olli Rehn expressed his concerns over the treatment of minorities on various 

occasions.

 In 2005, 

the Ministry of Education indicated that Alevism and other faiths (including Christianity and 

Judaism) would be included in compulsory religion education from 2006. 

99

 Since 2002, only a few of the non-Muslim communities’ demands have been 

addressed as part of the EU adaptation process. Ongoing issues have included minority status 

and the Lausanne Treaty, the absence of a legal status for the patriarchates and rabbinate of 

recognized minorities, the lack of institutions of higher education for the clergy and religious 

officials, and the compulsory appointment of vice-Directors “of Turkish origin” (Turk asılı) in 

minority schools. These areas have yet to receive attention, along with the outstanding 

problem that recognized non-Muslim minorities do not receive a share of public funds 
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earmarked for religious services.100

 Reform has been hampered by the reluctance of an incrusted bureaucracy to 

implement real change. Moreover, as Etyen Mahçupyan of the Turkish think tank TESEV 

points out, the law-making process itself gives cause for failure. The relevant administrative 

authorities are reluctant to enforce laws and reforms which are often formulated in vague 

terms. New rights are announced, but given no concrete basis. They are often dependent upon 

approval by the relevant state authority, which empowers the bureaucracy to interfere in the 

internal affairs of minority groups.

 

101

 Nevertheless, these EU-related reforms have generated more open debate on sensitive 

issues, often bringing fresh air into the closed world of officialdom and its regulations that 

have brought social stasis.

 

102

 

 Turkey’s taboo subjects—the Armenian massacres, the 6-7 

September pogrom, the killings of Alevis in Kahramanmaraş and later in Sivas—are being 

discussed and criticized. 

4.2.2 Alevis, EU and the AKP government  

 As we have seen, Alevism has been an object of rediscovery in the last two decades. 

During AKP rule from 2002 to the present, as in the case of non-Muslims, the ‘question of 

Alevism’ became one of the most discussed topics in the Turkish media. Indeed, this was 

mostly the result of the EU workings. In Germany and the rest of Europe, identity politics 

allowed for greater recognition of the Alevis as a separate community. More specifically, the 

German Alevi community has achieved a degree of institutional integration. This is a local 

success with transnational implications insofar as it empowers Alevis in Turkey to press for 

similar results.103

 Thus internal and external developments brought the Alevi issue to the European 

Commission agenda. In December 1999, at the Helsinki summit, Turkey was recognized as a 

candidate to the EU. To become a member, Turkey must meet the ‘Copenhagen criteria’, 

including the protection of minorities. Yet in 1998, the first ‘Regular Report from the 

Commission on Turkey’s Progress towards Accession’ stated that: “Turkey’s Alevi Muslims 

are estimated to number at least 12 million. There are no government-salaried Alevi religious 

leaders, in contrast to Sunni religious leaders”. One year later, the Commission again 

  

                                                           
100 Gabriel Goltz, “The non-Muslim minorities and reform in Turkey.” Turkey Beyond Nationalism: Towards 
Post-Nationalist Identities. Ed. Hans Lukas Kieser. London: I. B. Tauris, 2006, p. 176. 
101 Ibid., p. 177. 
102 Ibid., p. 181. 
103 Bedriye Poyraz, “EU Minority Perspective and the Case of Alevilik in Turkey.” European University Institute 
Working Papers RSCAS No.2006/24. N.d. PDF file. p. 7. 
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mentioned the Alevis: “As far as freedom of religion in concerned, there still exists a 

difference of treatment between those religious minorities recognized by the Lausanne Treaty 

and other religious minorities”.104

 Poyraz notes that in November 2000, the Commission seemed to have become more 

serious about the Alevis. The Commission stated that:  

 

The official approach towards the Alevis seemed to remain unchanged. Alevi 
complaints notably concerned compulsory religion instruction in schools and school 
books, which would not reflect the Alevi identity, as well as the fact that financial 
support is only available for the building of mosques and religious foundations.  

 

In later reports, these concerns were reiterated almost verbatim. The interesting point is that 

the criticism appeared in the section concerning freedom of religion in the chapter on ‘civic 

and political rights’, and not in the chapter on ‘rights and protection of minorities’, which 

concerned mainly Gypsies and Kurds. In this context, the EC has implicitly recognized 

Alevism as a religious phenomenon, and legitimized the Alevis’ demands. Thus the Alevi 

issue has been clearly added to Turkey’s European agenda among the points of necessary 

improvement for EU accession.”105

 However, it is very difficult to say that conditions have changed for the Alevis in 

Turkey. The Ministry of Religious Affairs has not taken up Alevi concerns. Alevis have 

continued to complain that compulsory religion instruction and school textbooks fail to 

acknowledge the Alevi identity. Financial support is still only available for the building of 

Sunni Muslim mosques and religious foundations. As some examples in my limited case 

study illustrate, compulsory religion instruction has failed Alevi students. 

 

 Although the 2003 report referred to a specific example of progress for the Alevis in 

Turkey, it continued to emphasise undemocratic practices towards the Alevis:  

As far as the situation of non-Sunni Muslim communities is concerned, there has been 
a change as regards the Alevis. The previously banned Union of Alevi and Bektasi 
Associations was granted legal status in April 2003 that allowed it to pursue its 
activities. However, concerns persist with regard to both representation in the 
Directorate for Religious Affairs (Diyanet) and compulsory religion instruction in 
schools which fail to acknowledge the Alevi identity.106

  
 

In 2004, the Alevi issue was again placed on Turkey’s European agenda. The report 

found no change in the status of Alevis, noting that they continued to experience difficulties in 

opening places of worship and that compulsory religion instruction in schools failed to 
                                                           
104 Ibid., p. 8. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid., p. 9. 
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acknowledge their non-Sunni identities.107

 In more recent reports, especially those of 2006, 2007 and 2008, the issue of 

compulsory religion education and its failure to acknowledge Alevi specificity was reiterated. 

There has been no evidence of improved conditions, and more specifically, the Alevis 

continued to experience difficulties in opening their cemevleri. 

 

 After the AKP came to power in 2002, it continued to pursue official policies and 

remained indifferent to Alevi demands. This not only provoked strong protests from Alevis, 

but it discredited AKP claims of being fully committed to secularism and of being a centre 

party representing the entire nation.108 It took a few years before the AKP made a move 

towards Alevis, the internal dynamics of which may be summarized as follows: Before the 22 

July 2007 elections, no Alevi sat among 354 members of the ruling AKP party. Following 

protests about this important absence, four Alevis were included in the new parliament. 

Mainly due to pressures from EU, after the 2007 elections, AKP launched a new policy 

towards Alevis to meet the expectations of the Alevi community. Turkey’s Prime Minister 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan wanted Reha Çamuroğlu, the Alevi member of the AKP, to prepare a 

democratization package including the rights of Alevi community. In January 2008, AKP, 

organized an Alevi fast breaking feast, (iftar), in which AKP members and Alevi organizations 

could meet and thus improve chilly relations between the government and the Alevi 

community. However the iftar which was actually organized by Çamuroğlu caused split 

between the Alevis. First of all, “the initiative met with little support from the rank and file of 

Alevi civil society. Alevi organizations with very few exceptions declared that the ruling 

party's iftar is a misguided attempt at appeasing the EU in its demands for more inclusive 

policies toward the country's sizable minorities. Others insisted that this was yet another plot 

to destroy Alevi identity through assimilation into the Sunni mainstream.”109

 In February 2008, there were reports of a peaceful march in the streets of Istanbul 

attended by 10,000 people protesting the government's policies on Alevis.

 Thus the AKP’s 

Alevi opening took place without the community's legitimate representatives and civil society.  

110

                                                           
107 Ibid. 

 In November, 

more than 50,000 followers of Turkey’s Alevi branch of Islam gathered in the capital 

demanding equal religious rights. The demonstrators called on the government to abolish the 

Religious Affairs Directorate, cancel compulsory religion courses in schools and legalize the 

108 Şahin Alpay, “Is Official Recognition of Alevism impending?” Today’s Zaman 3 Dec. 2007. Web. 15 Dec. 
2007. 
109 Kerem Öktem, “Being Muslim at the Margins: Alevis and the AKP.” Middle East Report 38 (Spring 2008).  
110 Canada. Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada. Turkey: Situation of Alevis (2005–May 2008). 
TUR102821.E. 27 May 2008. Web. 10 Mar. 2009. 
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community's prayer houses, known as “cemevis”.111 These measures were not what 

Çamuroğlu and the AKP government had in mind. Çamuroğlu’s plan provided for a state-

funded Alevi religious council operating and financed just like the Sunni Directorate of 

Religious Affairs, and did not take a clear position on compulsory religion education in state 

schools. Neither did the plan refer to the recent past of massacres and pogroms whose pain 

was deeply engraved into Alevi identity. Finally, it failed to call for an end to the practice of 

state-funded mosque-building programs in Alevi villages, enforced since the 1980s.112

 As Alevi leaders suggest, the AKP has continued to ignore long-standing requests and 

grievances from the community, as well as its organized civil society. Indeed, Öktem has 

stated that the AKP’s new Alevi policy is not based on an “affirmative recognition of 

difference and a readiness to acknowledge past mistakes, but appears to follow the clientalist 

model of incorporation and assimilation that the party has so far successfully employed for 

the incorporation of Kurdish voters.”

 

113 Even Çamuroglu’s modest proposals did not seem to 

be an urgent priority for the government and after promises of more engagement following 

the iftar and much talk in the media, the debate simply ebbed away. At last, in June 2008, 

Çamuroglu resigned from his advisory post in the AKP, stating that the party did not keep the 

promises it made to the Alevis.114

 Since the AKP has ideological roots in Turkey’s version of Sunni political Islam, the 

party has not actively embraced the nation’s Alevi communities. This is partly because AKP 

ideology and policy are largely irreconcilable with Alevi notions of ethics and justice. “From 

its tacit promotion of Islamic dress to its inherent social conservatism, from its gendered 

policies to its anti-alcohol stance, AKP policies appear to most Alevis as socially regressive 

and threatening to their identity and lifestyle.”

 

115

  

 In conclusion, the AKP has failed to 

maintain its reformist agenda and as such, has not produced any tangible results beyond 

symbolic gestures toward the Alevis. 

4.3 Religion education: 1997-2009 

 At the beginning of this period, there was much discussion about a new law (passed 18 

August 1997) that extended the duration of compulsory education from five to eight years.116

                                                           
111 Behzat Miser, “Aleviler Taleplerini Haykırdı” [“Alevis announced their demands”]. Radikal Gazetesi 10 Nov. 
2008. 

 

112 Kerem Öktem, “Being Muslim at the Margins: Alevis and the AKP.” Middle East Report 38 (Spring 2008). 
113 Ibid. 
114 “Turkish PM’s Alevi advisor resigns.” Hurriyet News. 12 June 2008. Web. 24 Dec. 2008. 
115 Kerem Öktem, “Being Muslim at the Margins: Alevis and the AKP.” Middle East Report 38 (Spring 2008). 
116 Yasemin Gümüş, “TBMM Tutanaklarında Milli Eğitim Bakanlarının Din Eğitimi ve Öğretimi Hakkındaki 
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On February 28, the army had presented the cabinet with a long list of demands aimed at 

curbing Islamist influence on the economy, education and the state apparatus. For many, the 

most striking demand on this list was the once calling for compulsory eight-year primary 

education in state schools. Many argued that this would put the schools for preachers and 

prayer leaders (İmam-Hatip lises) at middle school level out of business.117 These schools 

were very popular among the poorer sections of the population because they offered free and 

(in the eyes of conservative Muslims) safe education. Graduates of these schools had access to 

college-level education and ultimately universities and, since the schools produced many 

times the number of graduates than could be employed in the religious establishment, most of 

these graduates found places in other branches of the ‘secular’ state apparatus. In the eyes of 

the military and many secular Turks, this created a danger that people with an Islamist agenda 

might infiltrate and gradually take over the state.118

 Unsurprisingly then, religious conservatives thought that the new legislation was 

introduced by the army and bureaucrats to attack the Pastor and Preacher Schools (İmam-

Hatip Schools). This view was not entirely unfounded. The MGK (Milli Güvenlik Kurulu/ 

National Security Council) resolutions adopted on 28 February 1997 were largely congruent 

with the framework—especially the parts which dealt with Pastor and Preacher Schools 

(İmam-Hatip Schools)—proposed in a report prepared by TUSIAD (Turkish Industrialists and 

Businessmen Association) in 1990.

  

119 This report, entitled “Education in Turkey”, was 

prepared by Zekai Baloğlu, a former Chairman of the Training and Education Council of the 

Ministry of National Education. It was critical of the large number of Pastor and Preacher 

Schools and Koran courses which were seen as detrimental to technical-vocational schools; 

the latter schools were expected to train manpower for industry. The report was also critical of 

the fact that the İmam-Hatip school graduates were being appointed to school directorships 

and to high-ranking posts in the Ministry. As such, they were diminishing the secular quality 

of the Turkish state.120

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Görüşleri 1980-2003” [“The views of Ministers of National Education about religion education as reflected in 
the parliamentary reports”]. MA thesis Marmara U Soc. Sci. Inst, 2007, p. 84. 

 The general political climate after the 28 February, in light of TUSIAD 

report dating back to 1990, strongly suggests that the introduction of this new law was 

117 The incidents after 1997 marked a turning point for IHL: first of all in 1997, with the law of eight-year 
continuous education, the secondary part of these schools closed down. After one year, their university exam (as 
known as ÖSS in Turkish) coefficients decreased to make entrance to the universities more difficult. 
118 Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey, A Modern History, London: I. B. Tauris, 1998, p. 300. 
119 Zekai Baloğlu. Türkiye'de Eğitim; Sorunlar ve Değişme Yapısal Uyum Önerileri [Education in Turkey; 
Problems and Change. Recommendations for Structural Adaptation]. Istanbul: TUSIAD (Türk Sanayicileri ve İş 
Adamları Derneği), 1997. 
120 İsmail Kaplan, ‘The Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its Implications for Political 
Socialization’, Dissertation submitted to the Institute of Social Sciences, Boğaziçi University 1998,  p. 290. 
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intended as a show of power in the tug-of -war between the army and the Islamist circles. 

 This new structure in the education system, had repercussions for the religion 

education curriculum in both İmam-Hatip schools and in other state schools. As a 

consequence of primary education having been extended to eight years, transition from 

primary to secondary education was rearranged. This development coincided with a decision 

by theology scholars and the Minister of Education to revise the structure and the content of 

religion education courses. The plan was to revise first the primary education level consisting 

of 6th, 7th and 8th

 Beginning in 1998, the Ministry of National Education worked to redefine the vision, 

mission and basic values of religion education. With the implementation of the new system, 

the Ministry launched an intensive process of program development by establishing direct 

cooperation with the Ankara University Faculty of Theology, and partial cooperation with 

other theology faculties. As a result, a program titled the “Ankara Model”

 grades, and then the secondary level.  

121 was utilized in 

İmam-Hatip schools in 1999 and in other primary schools starting from 2001.122 The Ankara 

model was established by a commission of eighteen people who based their ideas on concepts 

from rationalism, analytic thinking and the social sciences.123 Recognizing the unsatisfactory 

aspects of religion education, they sought to bring a more scientific point of view to the role 

of religion in society and to the solution of daily problems. In this scheme, religion was to be 

a guide in making human values come true.124 The approach was an interdisciplinary one that 

involved the participation of related scientists and institutions. Here, the larger objective was 

to ensure that the target learning included in the program would conform to pedagogical 

principles and can meet the requirements of a democratic and secular society.125

Scholars such as Ademoğlu, Altaş and Doğan gave three reasons as to why a need to 

change the course curriculum for primary education arose at this specific conjuncture.

 The 

commission agreed that previous religion education curricula had not been successful in 

incorporating new developments both in educational sciences and in the religious (Islamic) 

understanding of Turkish society.  

126

                                                           
121 The reason for this name stemmed from the fact that the members of the new religious education curriculum 
committee mainly worked in, or were closely associated with, the University of Ankara. 

 The 

122 Recai Doğan & Nurullah Altaş, “What is the Ankara Model?” Açıkarşiv n.d. Web. 15 Mar. 2009. 
123 Abdullah Ademoğlu, “Ankara Modeli Din Eğitimi” [“Ankara Model Religion Education”]. Fikirbahçesi 19 
Apr. 2008. Web. 10 Mar. 2009. 
124 Turkey. Ministry of National Education. National Education At the Beginning of 2002: Innovations in the 
Education System. 2002. Web. 5 Jan. 2009. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Abdullah Ademoğlu, “Ankara Modeli Din Eğitimi” [“Ankara Model Religion Education”]. Fikirbahçesi 19 
Apr. 2008. Web. 10 Mar. 2009; Recai Doğan & Nurullah Altaş, “What is the Ankara Model?” Açıkarşiv n.d. 
Web. 15 Mar. 2009. 
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first reason was the accumulation of changes and transformations in the conception of religion 

by the Turkish society, which not long ago made a transition from a rural society to an 

industrialized one. This transition inevitably triggered the development of various critical 

approaches to conventional religion and its ability to solve contemporary problems. The 

second reason had more to do with general changes in the education field. There were 

numerous innovations which, according to these scholars, affected both general and religion 

education. The third reason related to the second one. There were important developments in 

religion education methods at both the national and international levels. These shifts required 

careful consideration in relation to the Turkish context. In addition, EU accession processes 

made these considerations indispensable to Turkish scholars and policymakers.  

It was in this context that religion education in Turkey gained a new momentum. There 

were new teaching programs and textbooks, guidebooks for teachers and students, as well as 

in-service teacher training. The Ministry of National Education argued that the larger 

objective was religion education that gave students correct information about religion rather 

than making them devout or believers in Islam. According to one government document, “no 

matter what the preference is, it must be based on correct learnings and individuals must not 

be religiously exploited.”127 As a democratic, secular state, Turkey required an education 

program that accurately reflected these features. Religious education should provide 

‘inclusive religious teaching’; in other words, a non-denominational program, incorporating 

material on non-Islamic religions.128 Despite these attempts to transcend the confessional 

approach to teaching religion, evidence suggests that the course has failed to present religious 

diversity and therefore, it falls under the “learning religion” model, as conceived by John 

Hull.129

                                                           
127 Turkey. Ministry of National Education. National Education At the Beginning of 2002: Innovations in the 
Education System. 2002. Web. 5 Jan. 2009. 

   

128 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 458. 
129 As Kaymakcan relates: 

John Hull describes the three main types of school religious education in the world. These main types  
religious education used firstly by Michael Grimmitt: like thus: learning religion, learning about 
religion, and learning from religion. 
1. Learning religion: A single religious tradition is taught as the religious education curriculum, and is 
taught from the insider perspective. The teachers are expected to be believers in the religion themselves, 
and the object of the instruction is to enable pupils to come to believe in the religion or to strengthen 
their commitment to it. This type of religious education may be also described as confessional or 
traditional religious education. Learning religion means that the pupils are expected to learn that the 
religion is true, and to learn to live in accordance with that religion. This type of religious education is 
challenged when religious or secular pluralism appears in the society.  
2. Learning about religion: Instead of religion being taught from the insider perspective, religion is now 
taught from the outsider perspective. Sometimes this kind of religious education may be called 
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 Alongside all the developments described above, there was a growing Islamic 

influence on education in general, especially under the AKP government. The AKP took other 

measures which fed public fears that the secular character of education was under threat and 

that education as a whole was being ‘Islamicized’.130

 

 The measures of the AKP in the 

education arena showed the increased social visibility and acceptance of Islamic elements 

under a conservative government.  

4.3.1 Religion education and non-Muslims 

 From a minority perspective, the changes made to textbooks (to primary textbooks in 

2002, and secondary textbooks in 2005) were unsatisfactory. They did not deliver the declared 

Ministry of Education objectives that had looked very appealing on paper. The books retained 

an undeniable bias in which Islam was regarded as superior to other faiths. In one of his 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
‘education in comparative religion’, and may be based upon anthropology. It is more common, 
however, to find that religious education of this ‘learning about religion’ type is influenced by 
developments in the study of religion itself. This approach may be called ‘learning about religion’ 
because of its descriptive, historical and critical approach. It tends to appear as a reaction against the 
mono-religious ‘learning religion’ situation, and is often motivated by the desire to create a purely 
educational religious education. This kind of religious education, learning about religion, has a 
significant role to play in the prevention of religious intolerance However, this approach often makes 
little or no explicit contribution to the pupils’ search for moral and spiritual values. 
3. Learning from religion: In this type of religious education pupils are expected to participate in the 
beliefs and practices of the religion being taught, whereas in ‘learning from religion’ the distance 
between the pupils and the religious content which is typical of ‘learning about religion’ is strictly 
maintained, and yet at the same time the life-world of the pupil, rather than the internal structure of the 
religion, tends to inform the curriculum. The question at stake is to what extent, and in what ways, 
children and young people can gain educational benefit from the study of religion. This becomes the 
kind of religious education which has as its principal objective the humanisation of the pupil, that is, 
making a contribution to the moral and spiritual development of the pupil. This approach may also 
called edification. In the first two kinds of religious education, learning religion and learning about 
religion, religion is taught for its own sake, whether as an object of faith to which the children are 
summoned, or as an object worthy of critical study. However, in the third kind, learning from religion, 
the central focus switches to the children as learners. Religion itself has become instrumental to the 
humanisation process. It is because, in this third kind of religious education, the main concern is to 
make a contribution to the education of the children that this third kind may be described as educational 
religious education (Recep Kaymakcan. “Religious Education In Modern Turkey In The Context Of 
Freedom Of Religion Or Belief.” Teaching for Tolerance and Freedom of Religion or Belief: Report 
from the Preparatory Seminar held in Oslo December 7-9, 2002. Eds. Lena Larsen and Ingvill T. 
Plesner. Oslo: Oslo Coalition of Freedom of Religion or Belief, U of Oslo, 2002). 

130 The Creation Atlas, which attempts to counter Darwinism with a religious explanation, was handed out to 
high school teachers for free. When it was found that students at a high school in Istanbul were praying en masse 
during school hours, the Director of Education said, ‘There is freedom of religion and conscience’, which caused 
great commotion in the media and in secularist circles. On a list of ‘100 basic books’ recommended by the 
Ministry of Education, some titles had been Islamicised/Turkified. For instance, Pinocchio’s carpenter father 
Gepetto was changed to Galip Dede, and Heidi’s father Alm to Alp, names that have Turkish connotations.  In 
2008, five imams  were tasked with giving religion education courses in a school in Izmir, due to a shortage of 
teachers.  Finally, in the Chief Prosecutor’s 2008  petition to ban the AKP on the grounds that it had become ‘a 
focal point in anti-secular activities’, there was a paragraph claiming that republican reforms had been ignored in 
Religion Culture and Morals textbooks and that the books contained Islamic teaching and superstition, rather 
than a study of religion culture. 
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articles, Kaymakcan takes Christianity as an example and briefly examines how other 

religions have been presented in primary school textbooks, both before and after the revisions. 

Kaymakcan finds that the new understanding of religion education is exemplified in the 

presentation of Christianity in the revised primary religion education curriculum.131

 He argues that the new curriculum supports the teaching of non-Islamic religions, and 

the purpose of teaching them is explained as follows: “By gaining basic knowledge and 

understanding other religions by pupils, they will contribute to the development of more 

tolerant attitudes towards the followers of other religions”.

  

132

 More specifically, Kaymakcan argues that one of the significant developments in 

relation to the content and new educational approaches can be seen in the presentation of 

Christianity in the textbooks. Firstly he recalls that the old textbooks used to give a 

classification of the religions as divinely (semavi) or non-divinely (semavi olmayan) 

originated. The divinely originated religions were then further subdivided into distorted 

(bozulmuş) or undistorted (bozulmamış) religions.

 He also states that the increased 

inclusion of other religions in the curriculum should bring greater tolerance to a globalizing 

world. 

133

                                                           
131 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 458. 

 In this classification, Christianity was 

considered as distorted, divinely originated religion. From the beginning, this connoted 

prejudice against Christianity. So Kaymakcan’s first argument is that this classification of 

religions in the new textbooks has been removed. This change can be considered a significant 

positive step for the understanding of Christianity and other world religions. Secondly, he 

finds that the new textbooks contain more material on non-Islamic religions. Under the 

previous program, Christianity was studied during the sixth year of primary school. Since the 

revisions, it has been presented in grades six, seven and eight at secondary school. Thirdly, in 

addressing ethical issues and values, the new textbooks refer to and quote from the Koran as 

well as other Scriptures, including the Bible. With this approach, the new textbooks highlight 

points of ethical agreement between religions, rather than conflicts. Lastly, Kaymakcan argues 

that in contrast to the old textbooks, the new books make reference to contemporary issues, 

such as missionary works. The activities of missionaries have been recently discussed in the 

Turkish media, and the new textbooks present them in a descriptive and objective manner.  

132 Recep Kaymakcan, “Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 291. 
133 “Distorted” (bozulmuş) refers to the common perception among religious scholars in Turkey and thus in the 
Turkish society that Judaism and Christianity has lost their original forms. 
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 In sum, Kaymakcan finds that the new primary religion course curriculum and 

textbooks have gone some way to developing ‘non-confessional’ religious education in 

Turkey.134 He thinks that the new curricular approach to Christianity indicates that the 

traditional Islamic perspective about ahl al-kitab135

Although it is important to acknowledge such positive developments in the 

representation of non-Islamic religions in the curriculum, it does not necessarily follow that 

these structural changes have, in and of themselves, promoted a culture of 

interdenominational peace in Turkey. Even in the new textbooks, there is no attention given to 

the contemporary and living dimensions of Christianity. Such questions as what it means to be 

a Christian in our time, how Christians’ faith influences their family and social life, the 

relevance of their faith to Christian pupils—all these questions are neglected. Instead, 

Christianity is taught from a historical point of view, as if no Christians actually reside in 

contemporary Turkey or may even share the same classrooms with Muslims. Moreover, 

Kaymakcan’s assertions that missionaries are presented in an objective manner may require 

further scrutiny.

 has now been limited, with priority given 

to common points between Islam and Christianity. For Kaymakcan, the new curriculum has 

marked a significant shift from a focus on traditional religious material to a more modern and 

pluralistic presentation of other religions.   

136

 On 17 May 2002, the AKP Gaziantep MP Nurettin Aktaş submitted a written question 

to the Minister of Education, in which he asked if school children were being exposed to 

missionary activities in various social environments.

  

137 The Minister of Education, Necdet 

Tekin, replied that in the curriculum for seventh graders, there was a section addressing 

missionaries, their working methods, and any possible detrimental effects on the country 

caused by missionary work.138

 In addition to this specific examples given above, the needs of Christians and Jews 

 He argued that Turkish school children were being made aware 

of the ‘dangers’ around them, and were fully equipped to fight those dangers. 

                                                           
134 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 458. 
135 (Arabic: “People of the Book”). In Islāmic thought, those religionists such as Jews, Christians, and 
Zoroastrians who are possessors of divine books (i.e., the Torah, the Gospel, and the Avesta), are distinguished 
from those whose religions are not based on divine revelations. 
136Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 458. Although it might be true of some textbooks that he analyzed, it is seen that stance 
towards missionaries have always been negative which reveals itself promptly in the views of the Minister of 
National Education after the curriculum has been revised and changed. 
137 Turkey. T.B.M.M. Tutanak Dergisi 21 (2002), p. 199. 
138 Ibid. 
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continue to be omitted from discussions of the new religion education programs.139

Representing the views of many non-Muslims, years before his assassination, Hrant 

Dink, declared that he objected to religion education in schools. He thought it preferable for 

each faith to provide its own religious education.

 The main 

objective is to enable Muslim children to get to know people from other religions. The 

concerns and needs of non-Muslim children attending state schools, rather than minority 

schools, have received little mention in discussions of the new curriculum. Once more, the 

fact that non-Muslims have their own schools (and own religious education in their schools) 

seems to have granted the curriculum planners immunity from criticism. Moreover, we now 

know that during the process of textbook revision, there was no consultation of Christian or 

Jewish leaders in the preparation of material on their faiths. 

140 But as a general trend in Turkey, voices 

such as Dink’s were not taken seriously by the officials. In 2007, a Turkish Alevi parent 

brought a case concerning compulsory religion education to the European Court of Human 

Rights (ECHR). In 1990, the ECHR had already decreed that the Ministry of Education 

decision to offer exemption from the course to Christian and Jewish citizens was not sufficient 

to guarantee the freedom of belief.141 The seven judges presiding over the court case, one of 

whom was from Turkey (Riza Türmen), added that such practices contributed to 

discrimination. They also argued that if people wanted to be exempt from the classes, this was 

an indication that the syllabus did not treat different belief systems equally.142

Needless to say, religion education in Turkey does not take place in a vacuum. A more 

objective and sympathetic representation of non-Islamic religions can only increase social 

tolerance if it is accompanied by a less biased account of history in the general education 

 In addition, the 

system of exemptions forced parents to declare their beliefs to the school management. These 

more detailed arguments (concerning the discriminatory effects of compulsory religion 

education on non-Muslims) went unnoticed by many observers who thought the case centred 

on a specific Alevi demand. 

                                                           
139 One exception to this trend is a symposium prepared by the Directorate of Religious Education in 2001, 
where besides international scholars, religion education teachers of non-Muslim minority schools in Turkey were 
also invited to discuss the new methodological approaches in religion education. The Chief Rabbi and Greek 
Patriarch of Turkey made the opening speeches at the symposium. However, due to the late notice of the 
symposium, actual religion teachers of the non-Muslim schools could not make substantial contributions, 
although they were pleased to be invited. This event could be seen as a goodwill gesture towards non-Muslims, 
but not necessarily a full engagement with non-Muslim problems with regards to religion education, especially 
given that this initiative was not continued. (This impression was related to me by Beyza Bilgin, during our 
interview) 
140 Burçin Belge, “Religious Education at Temples.” Bia News Center 17 Oct. 2003. Web. 10 Jan. 2009. 
141 Erhan Üstündağ, “Alevi Organisations Urge for Lifting Mandatory Religion Courses.” Bia News Center 25 
Aug. 2008. Web. 1 Jan. 2009. 
142 Ibid. 
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program. In June 2008, the General Staff of the Turkish Army prepared a six-part 

documentary, which was sent to all primary schools under the authority of the Ministry of 

Education.143 The DVDs were to be shown to children “at a convenient time”, and schools 

were to report back on the effects of the film.144 The full title of this documentary is “Sarı 

Gelin: The Inside Story of the Armenian Problem” which, as the title indicates, deals with the 

events of 1915, based on the official Turkish interpretation of the events. The documentary 

incited protests by NGOs and individuals. Some observers have claimed that the nation-wide 

showing of such propaganda material in schools will instil hatred in a whole generation. The 

“International Hrant Dink Foundation” applied to court demanding an end to school 

screenings of this controversial documentary about the Armenian issue. The History 

Foundation has also denounced the film as propaganda, rather than a documentary.145 The 

foundation stated that “the documentary was using a language of hostility and discrimination 

to sow seeds of hatred in a society where hostility towards Armenians existed already”. Aris 

Nalcı, a writer for the Turkish-Armenian newspaper Agos, reported that the Armenian 

schools, which have also received the DVDs, are worried.146 Some heads of school have said 

that their teaching staff watched the film and decided that it would create trauma among 

children.147

 Following the media controversy, the Ministry issued a declaration claiming that the 

film had been intended for the viewing of teachers only, although in some schools children 

had already been exposed to the film. Apart from this high profile event, there have been 

other, less known incidents. For example, a private school in Istanbul known for its high 

number of non-Muslim, especially Jewish students, issued a homework assignment to its fifth 

graders.

 

148 Assigned to a Turkish literature class, the homework consisted of questions on a 

piece of reading. The subject of the reading was internal and external enemies of the Turkish 

Republic and it included the following statement: “In order for a nation to survive, there must 

exist a unity of culture, language, religion, country, history and ideal...Our country, Turkey, is 

faced with many external threats, mostly coming from our neighbour countries.”149

                                                           
143 “Children Exposed to Racist Propaganda Movie.” Bia News Center 18 Feb. 2009. Web. 10 Jan. 2009. 

 The piece 

goes on to enumerate these threats among which are “Israel’s invasive policies” and problems 

with Greece about Cyprus and the Aegean Sea. After this homework was distributed, some 

144 Ibid. 
145 “Stop Screening Discriminatory Documentary to Pupils.” Bia News Center 19 Feb. 2009. Web. 10 Jan. 2009.  
146 “Children Exposed to Racist Propaganda Movie.” Bia News Center 18 Feb. 2009. Web. 10 Jan. 2009. 
147 Ibid. 
148 The reading piece which is in Turkish can be found in the Annex. 
149 Ibid. 
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Jewish parents sent petitions to the school government. The school issued an apology for 

assigning material that “was also very contrary to the principle of the school that considers 

different cultures a richness”.150

 Although these last examples are not about religion education per se, they serve to 

remind us that specific changes to the religion course curriculum will not bring greater 

tolerance unless attitudes embedded in the larger curriculum are also revised. To put it more 

simply, it will not be sufficient to teach students about Christianity and Judaism in an 

“objective” manner in the religion course, if students continue to confront prejudices outside 

that classroom. 

  

 

4.3.2 Religion education and Alevis 

 In the Turkish context, the notion of cultural pluralism has often been ignored in 

traditional school culture. For a long time after the introduction of the religion course, the 

Alevis were not mentioned at all in the curricula. During the 1990s however, the growing 

Alevi movement allowed for greater questioning of discriminatory policies. The practice of 

compulsory religion education in schools became one of the most pressing issues for Alevis, 

who demanded the abolition of the course altogether, or the right to be exempted from it.   

 Until the latest changes in 2005 the curricula did not allow for an Alevi understanding 

of Islam, a situation severely criticized by some Alevi groups who demanded that Alevi Islam 

must also be included in the curriculum and textbooks.151 In general, the lack of Alevi 

information in the curriculum had been legitimized on the basis of three arguments.152 Firstly, 

there were claims that the different Alevi groups lacked a consensus about their community, 

making it hard to determine which version of Alevism to include in the course. Secondly, the 

religion education curriculum was not intended to promote denominational religion 

instruction. Therefore, information from the Koranic perspective should underline common 

points in Islam rather than its diversity. Therefore, there was no reason to teach the Alevi 

branch of Islam. Thirdly, if Alevism became a part of religion education in schools, this risked 

leading to a separate Alevism lesson.153

                                                           
150 Ibid. 

 Inevitably, this thinking constituted discrimination 

against Alevi students and a violation of the student-centred pedagogy that 1997 curriculum 

151 Not all Alevis demand this, arguing that it would be better if the state did not intervene in any kind of 
religious education in a secular country. 
152 Recep Kaymakcan, “Pluralism and Constructivism in Turkish Religious Education: Evaluation of Recent 
Curriculum of Religious Culture and Ethical Knowledge Lesson.” Educational Sciences: Theory and Practice 
7.1 (Jan. 2007), p. 205. 
153 Ibid. 
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claimed to have established. The denial of the existence of Alevi students in classrooms rather 

suggests that the course planners have opted to ignore religious diversity in schools. In order 

to understand the changes taking place in this period, it will be helpful to look at a court case 

that put its stamp on relations between Alevis and the Turkish state.  

 

4.3.3 Hasan Zengin’s case 154

 Hasan Zengin’s 2004 European lawsuit against Turkey generated public discussions 

that tell us a great deal about Alevi views of compulsory religion education, the position of the 

Turkish state, and finally, the European Union’s perspective.  

 

In 2001, Hasan Zengin, as a parent of Eylem Zengin, submitted a request to the 

Provincial Directorate of National Education (the Directorate) at the Istanbul Governor's 

Office, seeking to have his daughter exempted from Religion Culture and Morals courses.155

 After exhausting all internal remedies, Zengin took his case to the European Court of 

Human Rights (ECHR) in January 2004, and demanded his daughter to be allowed exemption 

from religion courses. In his application to ECHR, he demanded that “as compensation, 

Turkey make its education system and national laws compatible with Article 2 of the 

Additional Protocol of the European Convention of Human Rights”.

 

Pointing out that his family were followers of Alevism, he claimed that under international 

treaties (for example, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights), parents had the right to 

choose the type of education their children were to receive. He also alleged that the course in 

question was incompatible with the principle of secularism and was not neutral, as it was 

essentially based on the teaching of Sunni Islam. All his requests were dismissed, lastly on 

appeal before the Supreme Administrative Court in a judgment on 5 August 2003, on the basis 

that the course in religion culture and morals was in accordance with the Constitution and 

Turkish legislation.  

156

Zengin maintained, in particular, that the way in which the course was taught infringed 

his daughter’s right to freedom of religion, and her parents’ right to ensure her education in 

 

                                                           
154 Detailed information about this court case can be found at : European Union. European Court of Human 
Rights. Case of Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey. 1448/04. 9 Oct. 2007. Web. For the summary, see: “Hasan 
and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey.” Netherlands Institute of Human Rights. Utrecht School of Law, n.d. Web. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Erhan Üstündağ, “ECHR: Compulsory Religious Education Violates Rights.” Bia News Center 10 Oct. 2007. 
Web. 10 Jan. 2009. Article 2 of the 1st Additional Protocol of the “European Convention on Human Rights” reads 
as follows: 

No person shall be denied the right to education. In the exercise of any functions which it assumes in 
relation to education and to teaching, the State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education 
and teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical convictions.  
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conformity with their religious convictions as guaranteed under Article 2 of Protocol No. 1 

(right to education) and Article 9 (freedom of thought, conscience and religion) of the 

European Convention on Human Rights.157

On 15 November 2004, the Turkish state presented a defense containing twenty 

articles in which it demanded the dismissal of the case. Briefly, the state argued that the 

classes in question had been drawn up for the purpose of promoting understanding, tolerance 

and respect among pupils from differing backgrounds. Secondly, the state challenged the 

applicants’ allegation that instruction in religious matters was based on the Sunni 

understanding of Islam. It argued that in the classes on religion culture and morals, no specific 

instruction was provided on the doctrine and rituals of a particular religion; general 

information was given about various religions. Thirdly, the state claimed that the mere fact of 

providing children with teaching on the Muslim faith did not contravene the Convention, so 

long as the lessons were taught in an objective, pluralist and neutral manner. Fourthly, the 

state tried to legitimize the absence of information about Alevis in the curriculum by arguing 

that the syllabus did not include material on the mezheps of Islam or the tarikats (religious 

orders). In other words, no other groups were included in the syllabus, and therefore the 

argument was that the Alevis should be no exception to this. The government also argued that 

knowledge of the Alevi faith, which seemed to belong more to the area of philosophy, 

required more in-depth teaching. Thus, information on this topic was given in the ninth grade 

(the first year of upper secondary school). 

 The applicants notably alleged that the course 

syllabus lacked objectivity because it gave no detailed information about other religions and it 

praised the Sunni interpretation of Islamic faith and tradition. 

The state also defended making the course compulsory, stating that this was a means to 

protect children from myths and erroneous information, which gave rise to fanaticism. 

Moreover, Jewish and Christian pupils were exempted from these lessons under the Treaty of 

Lausanne and decision no. 1 of the Supreme Council for Education (see paragraph 18 above). 

During the hearing, they also indicated that if individuals professing atheism wished to be 

exempted, the authorities assessed their request. 

The state also pointed out that the teaching was provided under the supervision of the 

                                                           
157 Article 9 of the “European Convention on Human Rights” provides: 

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to 
change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance. 
2. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations as are 
prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the 
protection of public order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others. 
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administrative courts, which strictly monitored compliance with the principle of secularism. 

In addition, teachers responsible for primary school classes were trained in universities and 

had obtained diplomas in the discipline of “knowledge of religion culture and morality”. 

Teachers responsible for these classes at secondary level had a Master’s degree from a faculty 

of theology. And finally, according to the government, it was clear from the Court's settled 

case law that the preparation and content of curricula fell within the discretionary power of 

the state. Consequently, Article 2 of Protocol No.1 did not enable parents to object to this state 

prerogative. Otherwise, it would be impossible to put in place institutionalized education.”158

 However, the Court made its decision in favour of Zengin. First of all, it determined 

whether the course was taught in an objective, critical and pluralist manner. To that end, it 

examined the Ministry of Education's guidelines for lessons in religion culture and morals, 

along with school textbooks submitted by the applicants. It found that the syllabus for primary 

schools, the first cycle of secondary school, and the relevant textbooks gave priority to 

knowledge of Islam over that of other religions and philosophies.

 

159

In particular, the syllabus included a study of the prophet Mohammed and the Koran. 

Pupils had to learn several suras

 

160 from the Koran by heart and study, with the support of 

illustrations, daily prayers. They also had to sit written tests. The textbooks did not just give a 

general overview of religions, but provided specific instruction in the major principles of the 

Muslim faith, including its cultural rites, such as the profession of faith, the five daily prayers, 

Ramadan, pilgrimage, the concepts of angels and invisible creatures, and belief in the other 

world. On the other hand, pupils received no teaching on the confessional or ritual 

specificities of the Alevi faith, even though its followers represented a large proportion of the 

Turkish population. Although ninth grade pupils received information about the Alevis, the 

Court, like the applicants, considered that insufficient to cover the life and philosophy of the 

two great Sufis, who had had a major impact on the movement. In sum, the Court found that 

the religion culture and morals lessons could not be considered to meet the criteria of 

objectivity and pluralism necessary for education in a democratic society and for pupils to 

develop a critical mind towards religion. As for the specific case, the Court agreed that the 

lessons did not respect the religious and philosophical convictions of Ms Zengin’s father.161

                                                           
158 European Union. European Court of Human Rights. Case of Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey. 1448/04. 9 
Oct. 2007. Web. 

 

159 Ibid. 
160 Sure, or sura is the Arabic term for “chapter of the Koran.” These are traditionally ordered in roughly reverse 
chronological order, with Madinan suras coming first and Makkan ones last, for the most part. 
161 “Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey.” Netherlands Institute of Human Rights. Utrecht School of Law, n.d. 
Web. 
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Secondly, the Court examined whether appropriate means existed in the Turkish 

education system to ensure respect for parents’ convictions. Following a 1990 decision by the 

Supreme Council for Education, it was possible for children “of Turkish nationality who 

belong to the Christian or Jewish religion” to be exempted from religion culture and morals 

lessons. That decision clearly suggested that the lessons were likely to create conflict (for 

Christian or Jewish children) between the religion instruction given by the school and their 

parents’ religious or philosophical convictions. Like the Council of Europe’s European 

Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), the Court considered that the situation 

was open to criticism: if the course was intended to be about different religious cultures, there 

was no reason to make it compulsory for Muslim children alone. 

The fact that parents were obliged to inform the school authorities of their religious or 

philosophical convictions was an inappropriate way to ensure respect for freedom of 

conviction. Moreover, without clear guidelines, the school authorities always had the option 

of refusing exemption requests, as in Ms Zengin’s case. Consequently, the Court found that 

the exemption procedure did not provide sufficient protection to those parents who considered 

the course to be in conflict with their values. That was especially true for non-Sunni parents, 

where the exemption procedure involved the heavy burden of disclosing their religious or 

philosophical convictions. Indeed, the Court pointed out that forcing non-Muslim children to 

announce their religious beliefs in order to be exempt from classes was a violation of rights.  

Accordingly, the Court concluded that there had been a violation of Article 2 of Protocol 

No.1. Thus, the ECHR found Turkey guilty in the appeal by Hasan Zengin and his daughter 

Eylem, who had sought exemption from the religion courses because of their Alevi beliefs.162 

This meant in practice that Turkey either stopped making religion courses compulsory or 

ensures that the syllabus treated all belief systems equally. The decision was met with 

enthusiasm by Alevis and gave encouragement to Alevi parents who shared Zengin’s views 

and wanted their children to be exempted from the course.163

The court case also made its way into the European Commission Reports for the years 

2006, 2007 and 2008. In 2007, the report declared that Turkey should bring its education 

system and domestic legislation in conformity with the ECHR. In 2008, an Alevi Federation 

petitioned the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, complaining that this 

judgment was still not being implemented. The 2008 report included claims by the Alevi 

 

                                                           
162 European Union. European Court of Human Rights. Case of Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey. 1448/04. 9 
Oct. 2007. Web. 
163 “Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey.” Netherlands Institute of Human Rights. Utrecht School of Law, n.d. 
Web. 



153 
 

federation that in the new Turkish textbooks, material on the Alevis was superficial and in 

some places, misleading. In March 2008, in two other cases, the Council of State decided that 

children of Alevi families were entitled to exemption from religion education classes. 

Although the Turkish government showed great reluctance to implement the decision 

of the European Court, there was clear pressure to revise religion education curricula. In this 

sense, the European influence on Turkey has been advantageous for Alevis demands. In 

addition, the Turkish media began covering reports of Alevi students who were bullied by 

their teachers during the religion education classes. For example, there were reported cases of 

bullying of students who did not fast during Ramadan.164 Such events captured public 

attention, while some critics demanded that the Ministry of Education and other state officials 

condemn such behaviour and dismiss any teachers who behaved in this way. Various NGOs 

initiated projects aimed at improving the quality of religion education in Turkey. The 

Education Reform Initiative (ERI) has been one of the most vocal projects working to reform 

religion and schooling through a participatory process with different stakeholders, including 

non-Muslim and Alevi scholars. In March 2005, they published the principles and policy 

recommendations that emerged from these discussions.165

                                                           
164 “Ramazan'da Alevi Öğrenciye Dayak” [“Beating of an Alevi student during Ramadan”]. Star Gazetesi 7 Dec. 
2007. 

 They argued that confessional 

religion education should be optional and organized within the framework of formal 

education, although there have been different recommendations on how and where to conduct 

such courses. Proposals included formal education institutes, summer courses, community 

education centres or TV programs. As can be seen, school classrooms were not seen as the 

best place to conduct confessional religion education. Moreover, the ERI argued that the 

content of the optional confessional course should not conflict with the content and 

philosophy of the non-confessional course on Religion Culture and Moral Education. In 

addition, the optional confessional courses should be taught by teachers possessing a 

university degree and pedagogic training. Their salary should not be allocated from the state-

budget. As for the existing compulsory course on religion culture and moral education, the 

ERI believed that it should be totally revised. The compulsory course should be based on a 

secular understanding that promotes neutrality between the state and every religion and sect. 

Thus they argued that religion education should be optional even in its revised version, and in 

order to protect the rights of parents wanting their children to receive confessional education, 

the state must arrange that education, preferably outside the school classrooms. 

165 “Religion and Schooling in Turkey: The Need for Reform.” Education Reform Initiative Mar. 2005. PDF file.  
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Although these recommendations (declared in 2005) did not materialize immediately, 

they were influential in changing the opinions of some people.  In the curriculum introduced 

in 2005, the Ministry of Education decided to include material about the Alevis in grades nine 

to twelve.166 As Kaymakcan notes, the topic ‘Alevism’ appeared in the assigned readings in 

the new curriculum.167 There are now nine short readings in religion textbooks in the entire 

secondary curriculum. In grade twelve, the material on Alevism includes ‘Sufistic Comments 

in Islamic Thought’ together with sufistic thoughts; the Bektashi order, Yesevism, Mevlevim 

and Ahism. In grade eleven, the Caferi sect (Twelver Imami shiism), along with the other four 

Sunni sects, is taught through ‘The Comments in the Islamic Thought’. Also at the same level, 

the topic ‘Love for the Ehl-i Beyt in our culture’ is included in  ‘The model Muhammad’. It is 

clear that Alevism and the Bektashi order have been given some attention in secondary 

religion education. Compared with the previous curriculum, even this limited inclusion of 

Alevism can be seen as a positive stepbut it is of course not sufficient with the presentation of 

internal pluralism in Islam.168 Moreover, the Ministry of Education did not consult Alevi 

leaders when these changes were made, causing considerable resentment among Alevi 

intellectuals.169

In the first week of June 2007, at the start of the election campaign, Prime Minister 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan met with Professor Ergun Özbudun, a liberal and highly esteemed 

political scientist and constitutional lawyer.  Erdoğan asked Özbudun to form a group of 

experts to prepare a draft “civilian” and “democratic” constitution, as promised in the AKP 

election manifesto.

 

170 After the 22 July general election, one of the key constitutional issues 

was the organization of religion education. In the draft constitution prepared by the committee 

under Prof. Ergun Özbudun, two alternatives were presented.171

                                                           
166 Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Orta Ögretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Dersi Öğretim Programı 
[Curriculum for Secondary Education Religion Culture and Morals Course]. İstanbul: Devlet Kitapları 
Müdürlüğü, 2005. 

 The first was that religion 

education become an elective class, which parents or students could request. The second 

alternative was that religion education remain compulsory, but that students could ask to be 

exempted from the lesson. When the AKP Central Executive Council debated the draft, it 

167 Recep Kaymakcan, “Pluralism and Constructivism in Turkish Religious Education: Evaluation of Recent 
Curriculum of Religious Culture and Ethical Knowledge Lesson.” Educational Sciences: Theory and Practice 
7.1 (Jan. 2007), p. 207. 
168 Ibid. 
169 See: Yaman, Ali. “Uluslararasılaşan Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Dersleri Sorunu ve Konunun Almanya 
Boyutuna Genel bir Bakış” [“The internationalized issue of religion culture and moral courses and a general look 
at its Germany Dimension”]. Journal of Anatolian Folk Beliefs Kirkbudak 3.11 (Summer 2007), pp. 38-46. 
170 Şahin Alpay, “What does the Draft Constitution Signify?” Today’s Zaman 1 Oct. 2007. Web. 2 Mar. 2009. 
171 Erhan Üstündağ, “Silenced by Compulsory Religion at School.” Bia News Center 24 Sept. 2007. Web. 2 Mar. 
2009. 
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favoured the second alternative. However, the draft constitution had already ignited furious 

opposition led mainly by the representatives of the judiciary, higher educational authorities, 

and of course the CHP. All of these groups questioned the initiative for a new constitution, 

believing it paved the way for dismantling the secular regime. The “secularist” media has 

even gone as far as defining the initiative as a step toward turning Turkey into Malaysia.172 

Although the draft contained a much stronger commitment to freedom of conscience and 

belief, “secularists” believed that it would allow radical Islamists to shift the focus of religion 

education away from the state-monitored school system, by making it easier to open private 

Koran courses.173

 The two alternatives posed in the draft did not satisfy “secularists” who believed that if 

the religion course remained elective but was still given in classrooms in a confessional 

manner, then opting out would have social costs for those seeking exemption from the course. 

Critics of the plan saw the new course as regressive, both in the pedagogical sense and in 

terms of the historical trajectory of religion education in Turkey. However the draft did not 

materialize and these discussions have faded away as time passed by. 

 

 The year 2008 witnessed several NGO events and projects that targeted the biased 

nature of religion education in Turkey and its impact on Alevis. In August 2008, having 

inspected the textbooks for the compulsory “Religion Culture and Morals Course”, Turkey’s 

Education and Science Workers Union (Eğitim-Sen) announced that the textbooks still solely 

reflected Sunnite teaching.174 At the same time, Alevi organizations launched a series of 

campaign activities demanding implementation of the court decisions and removal of the 

compulsory religion courses. Protesting the government’s reluctance to take on board the 

EHRC and State Council decisions, the Alevi organizations spread their activities to the whole 

nation.175 Sit-ins took place in Istanbul, Izmir, Adana and Malatya. In addition to the Alevi 

Bektashi Federation (ABF) and the Pir Sultan Abdal Culture Association (PSAKD), many 

unions, professional organizations and institutions supported these activities.176

  In spite of these criticisms by prominent NGO leaders, the Minister of Education said 

that the court decrees referred to the old curriculum. He claimed that since the curriculum had 

changed, the mandatory religion course would continue.

  

177

                                                           
172 Şahin Alpay, “What does the Draft Constitution Signify?” Today’s Zaman 1 Oct. 2007. Web. 2 Mar. 2009. 

 According to him, as Alevism was 

173 Gareth Jenkins, “New Draft Turkish Constitution Foresees Easing Restrictions on Religious and Ethnic 
Identity.” Eurasia Daily Monitor 4.169 (13 Sept. 2007). Web. 
174 “Sunnite Teaching Dominates Textbooks for Religion.” Bia News Center 15 Sept. 2008. Web. 5 Jan. 2009. 
175 “Alevi Reaction to Mandatory Religion Courses Spreads.” Bia News Center 29 Aug. 2008. Web. 5 Jan. 2009. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Erhan Üstündağ, “Alevi Organisations Urge for Lifting Mandatory Religion Courses.” Bia News Center 25 
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included in the new curriculum, this decision by the ERHC was inapplicable. Thus the AKP 

government chose to hide behind its superficial revisions to the textbooks and curricula, 

described by some Alevis as cheap “make-up” to look better in the eyes of Europe. In other 

words, the Alevis did not believe the improvements to be sincere or sufficiently thorough. 

Thus, according to Alevi leaders, the AKP understanding of freedom of belief has been 

confined to the requirements and wishes of its own constituency, the Sunni community.  

 In February 2009, a collaborative project of the History Foundation (TV) and the 

Turkish Human Rights Foundation (TIHV) resulted in a report entitled “Human Rights in 

School Books”.178 In the framework of the project, 139 primary school books (covering 

grades one to eight) were examined for militarist, nationalist, unscientific, gender biased and 

racist passages. Out of the many textbooks from various subjects, the most problematic one 

was the Religion Culture and Morals textbook. The researchers found even the newer, revised 

versions to contain biased material. Despite these various setbacks, a 2009 court decree in 

Antalya gave hope to those parents who did not want their children to attend the controversial, 

compulsory religion courses. A family applied to the court for an exemption from the course 

for their fifth grade daughter.179 In their application, the family asked for the exemption 

because the religion education given was “against our decision, religious beliefs and 

philosophical outlook.”180 The Antalya Third Administrative Court decided in favour of the 

applicants, arguing that forcing the child to take the class could “lead to irreparable 

damage.”181

Thus as can be seen the period that has started with 1997 and which was mostly under 

the AKP’s rule witnessed many developments, events, law suits, boycotts etc with regards to 

religion education. In this sense, it can be argued that the era was productive in exposing 

people to many different views and opinions on the matter. The fact that many NGOs and 

projects were done on the issue made the arguments put forward in this era more insightful 

and result oriented, especially when they are compared with their ancestors from the 1950s 

 It is revealed that, as of yet, the school of the student has not offered an 

exemption, but this is expected to happen within the next couple of months. The district 

administration of Muratpaşa in Antalya, against whom the suit was brought, is said likely to 

appeal, but even so, the student was granted with the right to be exempt from the class until 

the case is solved.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Aug. 2008. Web. 1 Jan. 2009. 
178 “New School Books for Peace and Equality.” Bia News Center 2 Feb. 2009. Web. 
179 “Parents Should Protest Against Religious Education Classes on Philosophical Grounds.” Bia News Agency 
28 Feb. 2009. Web. 16 Feb. 2009. 
180 Ibid. 
181 Ibid. 
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and 60s, which were most of the time lacking these qualities. As of 2009, compulsory religion 

education is still given place in national curricula. However, current debates about it cast 

doubt on the legitimacy of the course with the way it is conducted now in terms of the 

course’s ability to promote peace among various religious groups. Thus, the course is in the 

spotlight, which makes it prone to, hopefully, positive changes in the coming years, especially 

with respect to rights of non-Muslims and Alevis. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the complex history of religion education in the Turkish 

state system between 1980 and 2009. In the first section, I looked at the period between 1980 

and 1997 which brought momentous social and political developments, marked first by a coup 

d'etat, then by the rise of Islamist currents against the backdrop of globalization. Reflecting 

on the effect of these processes on non-Muslims and Alevis, I have closely examined the 

context in which religion education became compulsory through legislative changes to the 

Constitution. I also examined the impact of these changes on groups other than Sunni-

Muslims. I introduced evidence to show that during this period, the negative effects of the 

compulsory course on religious minorities were not sufficiently scrutinized by civil society 

organizations or other institutions. Such scrutiny only occurred later, in the 2000s. Thus the 

period after 1997 brought efforts by various individuals and groups to change the course 

structure, in order to make it more inclusive and respectful of other communities. Mostly went 

under the AKP’s rule, education was Islamicized in this period. At the same time, several EU 

bodies and European NGOs monitored Turkey’s human rights record. These evaluations 

naturally made the topic of compulsory religion education an issue. Although this forced the 

government to take action against the course with the way it was designed—recall the 

curricula revisions or for instance the plans to change the compulsory nature of the course in 

the new draft constitution—not much has been changed as of 2009. Alevi activism was also of 

paramount importance in bringing attention to the course, reviving many Turkish NGOs, and 

reflecting on wider human rights/minority rights concerns.  
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Religion Textbooks 

Chapter Five 

 In this chapter, I turn my attention to the textbooks that were used for the religion 

education courses. As noted in the Introduction, religion textbooks have been under scholarly 

scrutiny in recent years. My analyses have been inevitably informed by those studies that have 

addressed the problem of religious discrimination in the textbooks, the promotion of a 

religious version of nationalism, and the intentional omission and biased accounts of Alevism. 

What differentiates the material in this chapter from these previous studies is that, I examine 

discourses prevalent in religion textbooks that belong to totally different eras and show 

continutities and discrepancies between various discourses with respect to the presentation of 

non-Islamic religions. 

 I begin with an examination of the textbooks used extensively between 1927 and 

1931, those associated with the early, single party regime. I then turn my attention to 

textbooks dated between 1951 and 1954, belonging to the multi-party regime. Lastly, I study 

more recent textbooks, from the periods between 1982 to 2002 and from 2002 to 2009. 

Specifically, I aim to identify the implicit/explicit arguments and assertions in the textbooks 

which tend to marginalize non-dominant groups (the Alevis and non-Muslims), while 

justifying the values, beliefs, and ideologies of the dominant (Sunni) groups. By looking at 

textbooks that belong to four different eras, I show how the state functionalized religion, 

using it as a terrain to legitimize other ideologies and more importantly, to consolidate the 

ilmihal approach that governs religion textbooks.  

 It is important to consider how textbooks, including religion textbooks, are prepared in 

Turkey. There is clear evidence of state control at every step of this process. The first step in 

the preparation of the textbooks begins with a request from the Ministry of Education to 

relevant universities to write draft programs. After this, program development specialists, 

field specialists and advisers from universities prepare curricula on the basis of these draft 

programs. All the textbooks must strictly follow the curricula.  

 In Turkey, the textbook sector functions according to free-market principles; any 

publisher, including the Ministry’s own publishing house, can have a textbook written without 

any restrictions-although this does not mean that the book will be approved. According to the 

regulations, publishers have to submit for approval three ready-to-publish copies of their 

proposed textbooks to the Publication-Culture unit of the Ministry. This special unit then 



159 
 

organizes a commission. The commission should have at least two field specialists (teachers 

or bureaucrats), a language specialist, an art teacher and a pedagogue/educationist. The 

commission then prepares a report on the textbook submitted for approval. If the textbook 

does not meet the criteria of the curriculum, it is sent back for revision. The commission can 

repeat this revision process three times. After the approval of the commission, the textbook is 

submitted to the relevant members of the Board of Education and Training (Talim ve Terbiye 

Kurulu) for final approval.1

 After securing approval, any textbook may be used in schools. Thus, the schools have 

the right to determine which textbook they prefer. In Turkey, the number of students is very 

high, making the textbook market a vibrant one. According to some estimates, the revenue 

from textbooks sales constitutes more than half of the total revenue of book sales in Turkey. 

Despite the large number of textbooks produced, there is little diversification in terms of 

content. This is due to the strict structure of the curriculum, which does not allow any changes 

in the content and methodology of the textbooks. Hence, all the approved textbooks of the 

same subjects approved are repetitions of one another. Given this situation, there is almost no 

autonomy for writers. Although there have been some attempts to write alternative textbooks, 

the likelihood of Ministry approval is slim, and if by chance such a textbook is approved, the 

difficulties in distribution have continued to block diversification.

  

2 
 

 

All of these factors had implications for my methodology in this chapter. Because of 

the structural curricular alterations made to the religion course, including its change in status 

from voluntary to mandatory, and the extension of primary education from five to eight years, 

it has not been possible to trace one particular book and its evolution through the years. 

Therefore, I have opted to look at a range of religion textbooks approved by the Ministry of 

Education. As mentioned above, because there is no autonomy for writers, most of the time 

the textbooks repeat each other word by word rendering the dominant voice in the textbooks 

always constant. It is this voice that I aim to examine, in order to demonstrate how it operates 

to reproduce biased accounts of non-Islamic religions. 

5.1 The importance of Religion Textbooks in the education system 

 Despite the existence of newly developed teaching tools, textbooks remain a key 

medium in education. Both the fact that they are widely distributed seem to play up to key 
                                                           
1 It should be noted that for supplementary books, the approval of the Training Committee is not required. 
2 The above-mentioned information about textbook authorization in Turkey is largely taken from: Şahin, Bahar 
et al. Comp. Lütfite Duran. Improvement of Balkan History Textbooks Project Reports. Istanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt, 
2001, p. 158. 
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social issues and that they carry the weight of official approval renders textbooks to be 

reference for the more general understanding of society.3 Remarking on the preparation and 

content of textbooks, Kaplan argues that “those in positions of authority mandate and 

canonize a selective reading of society that transcends indeterminacy and contingency, just as 

alternative perspectives are consigned to silence”.4 State officials and policymakers work to 

mold the collective consciousness of children by linking didactic methods to a monologic 

voice in the texts. As such, the textbooks appear to embody truth-values, while a particular 

world-view sets the parameters of what is taught at school and how.5 In addition, what makes 

textbooks so effective is that there is little semantic space to question privileged 

representations. The simple and straightforward language, clear-cut definitions, and 

unambiguous narratives constrain interpretations to a predetermined field of associations. 

Thus, in the classroom, pupils (and, for that matter, instructors) rarely challenge the framing 

and wording of ideas, or scrutinize the ‘knowledge’ constituted in the curriculum. In other 

words, textbooks are critical sources to examine the cultural politics of a society as the texts 

within them are deeply entrenched in the political culture of that society. Whether intended or 

not, “such authoritative texts not only represent politics in their contents but also set up the 

terms of citizenship in the nation”.6

 All of the above comments are valid for the Turkish context where, in fact, it is 

rather easy to see how the content of social science textbooks has altered with the changing 

times and political climate. As particular constructions of knowledge, textbooks provide 

evidence of “whose knowledge is of most worth and what is counted as 'legitimate and 

truthful in a country”.

  

7 In the last twenty to thirty years, there have been various studies of 

curriculum programs and textbooks.8 Most scholars now agree that neither curriculum nor 

textbooks can be viewed as neutral or value-free. Indeed, state education systems and schools 

are among the significant institutions that contribute to the reproduction of society. As such, 

they are directly involved in “legitimizing the ideological forms necessary for the recreation 

of inequality”.9

                                                           
3 Sam Kaplan, “Religious Nationalism”: A Textbook Case from Turkey, Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East, Vol. 25 No.3, 2005, p. 669. 

 Because these new perspectives have gained greater prominence, scholars in 

4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Kenan Çayır, Preparing Turkey for the European Union: Nationalism, National Identity and ‘Otherness’ in 
Turkey’s New Textbooks, Journal of Intercultural Studies, Vol.30, No.1, February 2009, p.41. See also:  Apple, 
M. W. Official Knowledge. London: Routledge, 1993. 
8 See works of Zeki Uyanık, MustafaÇapar, Sam Kaplan, Etienne Copeaux for a more thorough information on 
the subject. 
9 Kenan Çayır, “Preparing Turkey for the European Union: Nationalism, National Identity and ‘Otherness’ in 
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various countries have scrutinized textbooks, especially in the field of social sciences, with a 

view to producing more unbiased accounts of disciplines such as history and religion.  

 In Turkey, the endeavor to improve school textbooks from human rights perspective is 

relatively new compared to other EU countries.10 Several scholars have produced significant 

works that explored the ideological character of national education in Turkey.11 These works 

focused on different aspects of the topic, but they regularly converged on the problem of 

nationalistic material in textbooks, finding that it was both widespread and harmful. Some of 

them specifically examined the discriminatory content of school textbooks, especially of 

history textbooks used in teaching religious minorities.12 However, scholarly attention to 

religion education curricula and textbooks has remained peripheral.13 There has been little 

interest shown in the question of how non-Islamic religions should be treated and presented in 

religion education in Turkey. While this has been the case regarding Christianity and Judaism, 

numerous recent works scrutinized religion textbooks from the Alevi point of view, showing 

how Alevi voices were absent in religion textbooks.14

 Beginning in 1976, compulsory religion education provided a certain place for 

teaching non-Islamic religions, and in line with this, textbooks included the presentation of 

Christianity, Judaism and other non-Islamic religions. Because of their extensive use, I 

consider the textbooks for religion education to have an influential role in shaping perceptions 

and attitudes about any religion. Textbooks containing distortions and prejudices may add to 

negative perceptions of particular groups and intensify conflict, while factual, sympathetic 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Turkey’s New Textbooks.” Journal of Intercultural Studies 30.1 (Feb. 2009), p. 41. 
10 An initiative titled “Improvement of the Balkan History Textbooks Project” was completed in September 2002 
under the auspices of the History Foundation. The main objective of the project was to prepare a final report on 
the history textbooks and the teaching of history in the five Balkan countries; Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, 
Romania and Turkey. The project aimed to bring together academics and history researchers from the Balkan 
countries to review primary and particularly secondary level history textbooks and to propose alternative ways of 
reflecting the political, social and cultural history of these countries. A second initiative again came from History 
Foundation, but this time not only history textbooks but all kinds of textbooks were examined from a human 
rights point of view. The project has created a platform for the discussion and evaluation of human rights issues 
in relation to textbooks and the educational process as a whole.  
11 The works of İsmail Kaplan and Mehmet Çapar are good examples of this work. See: Kaplan, İsmail. The 
Ideology of National Education in Turkey and Its Implications for Political Socialisation. Dissertation submitted 
to the Institute of Social Sciences, Boğaziçi Univ, 1998; Çapar, Mustafa. Türkiye'de Eğitim ve ‘Öteki Türkler’ 
[Education in Turkey andthe ‘Other Turks’]. Ankara: Maki, 2006. 
12 Especially Mustafa Çapar’s book, mentioned above. 
13 One exception to this is the Education Reform Initiative, an Istanbul based NGO. The Education Reform 
Initiative (ERI) has been one of the most vocal projects working to formulate the need for reform in religion and 
schooling through a participatory process with different stakeholders including non-Muslim and Alevi scholars. 
In March 2005, they published the principles and policy recommendations that emerged from these discussions. 
They argued that confessional religious education should be optional and organized within the framework of 
formal education, although there have been different recommendations on how and where to conduct the 
optional confessional courses. 
14 Scholars such as Recep Kaymakcan, Zeki Uyanik and Kenan Çayır from whose works I draw, conduct 
detailed discussions of religion education in Turkey with respect to Alevi identity. 
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texts may help to create a more positive image and lessen conflict. In the Turkish context, 

there is a need for more research exploring the presentation of Christianity and Judaism, as 

well as Alevism, in the textbooks.15

   

 Thus my overall aim in the chapter will be to indicate the 

patterns of omission and exclusion of religious minorities, in both textbooks and curricula. 

5.2. İlmihal approach and religion education in Turkey 

 It is my contention that the particular language used in teaching Islam was inherited 

from Ottoman times and continues to shape the religion textbooks of today. This is an 

important point, particularly because the marginalization of Alevis and non-Muslims operates 

within this same set of discourses. Scholars of religion describe the traditional teaching of 

Islam, both inside and outside the Turkish school system, as the ‘ilmihal-centered approach’.16 

This understanding of teaching Islam, developed within the context of Turkish-Islamic 

cultural history and has had a great impact on religion education in schools.17 An ilmihal is a 

book written in response to the practical needs of ordinary Muslims. It usually aims to provide 

knowledge in terms of three dimensions of Islam: faith (iman), worship (ibadet), and ethics 

(ahlak). The language used in ilmihals is usually simple and straightforward because they are 

generally written for a wide range of Muslims.18 In Turkey, among many ilmihals, ‘Büyük 

Islam İlmihali’ (Great Islam İlmihal), has been the most influential one; it was written by the 

famous Republican Muslim scholar, Ömer Bilmen, in 1949.19

 There are specific qualities of the ilmihal-centred approach that have affected religious 

understanding in Turkey. First of all, the ilmihal approach stresses, through its selection of 

content; faith, worship and ethics. Thus, it ignores the social and political dimensions of 

Islam. Secondly, it adopts a confessional approach for teaching religion. As noted in the 

preceding chapters, the term “confessional approach” refers to the overt teaching and 

strengthening of a particular religion, its doctrines and its way of life. It begins with the 

assumption that the aim of religious education is intellectual and cultic indoctrination. Thirdly, 

 

                                                           
15 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 280. 
16 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 449. 
17 The word “ilm hal”, derived from the Arabic language and literally meaning ‘knowledge of circumstances’, 
refers to 'a book written to teach principles of religion' according to the Turkish language dictionary (“İlmihal.” 
Türk Dil Kurumu Sözlüğü [Turkish Dictionary]. 1988 ed., p. 232) 
18 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 451. 
19 Ömer Bilmen, Büyük İslam İlmihali [Great Islam Ilmihal]. Ankara: Kılıç, 1949. 
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ilmihal emphasises nurture infaith, assumes a common faith (Islam) as a point of departure, 

and is authoritative in its claims.20 Fourthly, in the ilmihal, the teaching of one particular legal 

school is used to present Islam. This tends to assume a consensus among Muslim scholars that 

the four Sunni schools of law are the only true and legitimate ones. Bilmen, in his ilmihal, 

assumes that Turks are followers of the Hanafi legal school, and so he explains religious 

issues in terms of its methods and interpretations. There is total disregard for other Islamic 

sects, such as Shia. Therefore, the ilmihal gives the impression that there is only one 

legitimate interpretation of Islam.21 
 When the history of religious education during the Ottoman era is examined, one can 

see the presence of the ilmihal-centred approach. The ilmihal discouraged the development 

and production of new comments and criticism in religious matters. As Atay has argued, the 

pedagogy of the late Ottoman madrasas meant that any given issue would be approached 

from a single perspective, gained from one selected book. There was little room for other 

opinions or genuine discussion.22 Different ideas about a particular issue might only be 

introduced so that they could be refuted, in order to consolidate the approved opinion.23 

 In the last years of the Ottomans, ilmihal became a name for a school subject, one that 

was generally included in the newly established primary school curriculum. For instance, 

ilmihal (as a subject) could be seen in the primary school curriculum (iptida-i mektepleri) in 

1892 and 1904, where it was used to refer to teaching Islam. Ziya Gökalp, the ideologue of 

modern Turkish nationalism, provided a place for ilmihal in his proposed school curriculum. 

As a result, the ilmihal approach has a deep and strong historical base, both in Turkish 

religious culture and in school education.24

 

 I believe that it is the legacy of this profound 

ilmihal understanding that is behind the Turkish religion education, and thus behind the 

language found in textbooks, especially with regards to the treatment of beliefs other than 

Sunni-Islam.  

5.3 Textbooks of the Republican Era: 1927-1931 
 

                                                           
20 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 454. 

This section considers textbooks used in primary schools, specifically for grades three 

21 Ibid., p. 457. 
22 Hüseyin Atay, Kur'ana göre araştırmalar [Research Based on Koran]. Vol. 5. Ankara: Atay, 1995. 
23 Recep Kaymakcan, “Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey.” International Handbook of the 
Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education. Eds. Marian de Souza et al. Vol. 1. Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2006, p. 456. 
24 Ibid., p. 452. 
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through five, and belong to the early Republican era. Muallim Abdülbaki authored the books, 

along with various other textbooks in the same era. At this time, compulsory education lasted 

five years, while religion education was voluntary and given one hour per week. Titled 

“Religion Courses for Republic’s Children”,25 the books first came out in the Ottoman 

language in 1927-1928, but from 1929 to 1931 they were translated into modern Turkish. The 

textbook was prepared in line with the principles of the ‘1926 Curriculum for Primary 

Schools’. In the curriculum, the aim of the religion course was “to arouse children’s feelings 

of gratitude toward Allah, to make them love Islam and to inform them of the benefits of unity 

in the beliefs of all Muslims”.26

“1) In the religion courses, every time an opportunity arises, superstitious beliefs about 
religion should be eradicated. 

 Moreover the teaching program included the following 

points. 

2) Children will be made to like the religion of Islam and Islamic leaders, while at the 
same time the high value placed on good behavior in Islam will be stated. 
3) The children should be made aware that despising and belittling the worldly life and 
therefore indulging oneself in laziness do not have a place in true Islam. Children 
should be made aware that being a wealthy person (or a prosperous nation) does not 
conflict with Islamic laws. 
4) Children should be told that it is better to donate the fitre and zekat to state 
institutions such as hospitals, darulaceze (Alms house), and himaye-i etfal (Society for 
the Protection of Children).”27

  
 

Thus, these aims appeared to have more to do with society, the state and social cohesion than 

with individual aspirations. This was very much in keeping with the social and political 

climate of the time. In fact, at those times, there was a common perception among the ruling 

cadres that argued that Turkey lagged behind other nations because of the prominence of 

religion and religious beliefs in society. Therefore, these beliefs needed to be altered in the 

early republican era through state education. Thus, these textbooks were used as ideological 

tools to legitimize the official discourse of the Republic, which was still in its formation. 

More specifically, they gave the larger discourse its ‘religious imagination’. In them, 

categories such as ‘state’, ‘nation’, ‘national hero’ were turned into religious subjects and/or 

Islamicized. By means of various metaphors, Atatürk was sacralized and portrayed as a 

miraculous, almost god-like figure. Since being a good Muslim was equated with being a 

Turkish nationalist/etatist, the major theme seemed increasingly to be nationalism, instead of 

                                                           
25 Muallim Abdülbaki, Cumhuriyet Çocuğunun Din Dersleri, Atatürk Dönemi  Ders Kitabı, Kaynak Yay: 
İstanbul, 2005. 
26 Turkey. T.C. Maarif Vekaleti. İlk Mekteplerin Müfredat Programı (1926) [Curricula for primary schools]. 2nd 
ed. Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1927, pp. 45-46. 
27 Ibid. 
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religion.28 In the same vein, it is also astonishing to see the language used in the textbooks to 

describe the Caliphs that came to power after Mohammed. A passage in the textbook for 3rd

After the death of the Prophet, all Muslims gathered and chose themselves a prime 
minister. After this, the Republican age started. The names of the first prime ministers 
are: Ebu Bekir, Ömer, Osman and Ali. Since the Prophet loved these four personalities, 
they are sometimes called ‘Four Chosen Friends’.

 

graders and titled ‘Prophet’s Last Pilgrimage and His Death’ states the following:  

29

 
    

This passage is absurd in the sense that it uses the terminology of the Republic through 

referral to ‘Prime ministers’ who are ‘chosen’ while trying to explain the immediate political 

situation after Mohammed’s death. This shows that only national figures were sacralized, but 

also its opposite was made, that religious subjects were turned into national ones and thus 

they were rendered devoid of their religious content. As the above passage illustrates, in the 

textbooks it is possible to find useful examples of this strong nationalist/etatist mentality that 

governed religion education. The kind of nationalist propaganda purveyed by the textbooks 

specifically attacked the irtica (reactionary Islam) movements active in the Republic at that 

time. Although the chauvinistic language of the textbooks was not intended to offend religious 

minorities directly, such offence was an inevitable byproduct of the language used. 

 Turning to specific examples, there is a section in Abdulbaki’s textbook that addresses 

Turkish feasts. Although it is a religion textbook, priority is given to National Feasts and 

Holidays, such as the 29 October (Republic Day) or 23 April (National Sovereignty and 

Children's Day). It is only after these days that religious holidays such as Eid ul-Fitr (Şeker 

Bayramı/Sugar Feast) or the Eid ul-Adha (Kurban Bayramı/The Feast of the Sacrifice) are 

mentioned. Ramadan, which ends with the ‘Sugar Feast’, is not mentioned anywhere in the 

book. Again regarding the Sugar Feast, in the section titled ‘What is done at the Feasts?’, the 

following account is provided: 

“During the Sugar Feast, poor people are given donations. These donations 
will not enable the poor to live for a whole year. Therefore we should not 
donate our money to individuals, but we should give it to state institutions 
involved in charity works, such as Hilal-iAhmer, Himaye-i Etfal, Darulaceze 
and Tayyare Cemiyeti.30 If we do so, then our donations are useful and the 
works of these institutions made easier.”31

                                                           
28 Mustafa Çapar, Türkiye'de Eğitim ve ‘Öteki Türkler’ [Education in Turkey andthe ‘Other Turks’]. Ankara: 
Maki, 2006, p. 442. 

  

29 Muallim Abdülbaki, Cumhuriyet Çocuğunun Din Dersleri Sınıf 3 [Religion Courses of the Republican Child]. 
Vol. 3. Istanbul: Şirketi Murettiye Matbaası, 1930-1931, p. 35. 
30 Hilal-iAhmer (Ottoman Version of the Red Cross), Himaye-i Etfal, (Society for the Protection of Children), 
Darulaceze (Alms house) and Tayyare Cemiyeti (Turkish Aeronautical Association). 
31 Muallim Abdülbaki, Cumhuriyet Çocuğunun Din Dersleri Sınıf 3 [Religion Courses of the Republican Child]. 
Vol. 3. Istanbul: Şirketi Murettiye Matbaası, 1930-1931, pp. 21-22. 
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As can be seen from the passage, the word “donation” is used much in the same way as words 

such as fitre (alms required to be given at the close of Ramazan) and zakat32, which obviously 

have exclusively religious connotations. As for the Eid ul-Adha (The Feast of the Sacrifice), 

the textbook states that we should refrain from sacrificing animals and it is better to give 

money to the institutions mentioned above. The book goes even further, claiming that Allah 

would be more content with this kind of act. These examples clearly reflect the climate of the 

late 1920s, when the state worked to diminish Islam’s overtly religious presence in society, in 

favor of a broad ‘cultural’ expression of Islam. By instructing people how and where to make 

their donations, the textbook reveals a degree of state control over people's relation with 

religion. 
  In the textbook, the fifth section is allocated to explaining the concept of faith 

(iman)33

 We also have a national iman. We are Turkish. Turks are civilized. Our 
nation will always go forward and defeat its enemies. When the word Turk 
is mentioned, I become proud of myself. I like people who do good things 
for my country. I do not like people who give harm to my country. We got 
this national iman with the help of the Republic, with the help of Atatürk 
and his patriotic friends. We are very enthusiastic now. Our hearts are 
strong. We will keep this Republic alive. This is the biggest national duty for 
all of us, for the children of the Republic. Long live the Republic and 
Atatürk!

, which has six conditions according to mainstream understanding of Islam. In the 

book, these conditions are not mentioned at all and only a superficial explanation of the term 

iman is given. The author then proceeds to develop his own concept which he calls “National 

iman”: 

34

                                                           
32 Zakat: The Muslims’ wealth tax: One must pay 2.5% of one’s yearly savings above a certain amount to the 
poor and needy Muslims. The Zakat is compulsory for all Muslims who have saved (at least) the equivalent of 
85g of 24 carat gold at the time when the annual Zakat payment is due. Zakat is also due on other things such as 
silver, animals, crops, etc. For a full explanation of Zakat, see Qur’an, Al-Baqara (2):43,110,177,2 77, An-Nisa 
(4):162, Al-Ma'idah (5):58. See Bukhari. See also the Muslim Book of Zakat. Zakat is one of the Arkan of Islam. 
See Arkan (“Zakat” Glossary of Islamic Terms. Online Dictionary). 

  

33 Having faith and believing in: 
Allah Ta'ala. To affirm with the tongue, believe in the heart and confirm through action the following: 
 His Existence. 
 His Lordship. 
 His Worship. 
 His Names and Attributes. 
 Belief in His angels. 
 Belief in His revealed Books. 
 Belief in His messengers, without making any distinction between them. 
 Belief in the Hour and the Judgement and the Fire and the Garden. 
 Belief in the Divine decrees of Allah Ta'ala, both the good and the evil. See Holy Qur'an, Al-Baqara 
(2):285. See Mursaleen 
34 Muallim Abdülbaki, Cumhuriyet Çocuğunun Din Dersleri Sınıf 3 [Religion Courses of the Republican Child]. 
Vol. 3. Istanbul: Şirketi Murettiye Matbaası, 1930-1931, pp. 23-24. 
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The author sacralizes the Republic and Atatürk, while the religious concept of iman is 

projected onto this newly introduced notion of national iman. Alongside the apparent etatist 

perspective, there is also a strong association of Turkish nationality with Islam. The textbook 

language also makes clear that when the author mentions “Turkish children”, he means 

Muslim children. Thus all the religious minorities are ‘othered’ by this equation. 

 In this textbook, there is some direct discussion of religions other than Islam, but it is 

limited at best. In several places, Muallim Abdulbaki compares Christianity unfavorably with 

Islam. He argues that in Christianity, even the concept of god is ambiguous. In a chapter titled 

“In Islam logic supersedes everything”, Abdulbaki states: 

In Islam, there is nothing that contradicts the logic. In Islam, unlike 
Christianity, there is no place for a prophet whose character is ambiguous, nor 
for a person or a god, irrational stories, angels with golden wings.35

  
 

In another chapter titled “There can be no one between God and his subject”, the writer 

emphasizes that in Islam everybody is equal. But to make this point, he chooses to discredit 

Christianity, making a biased comparison of the two religions: 
 As you know, in Christianity you have the priests; if there are no priests 
around, one cannot exercise worship. On the other hand, a Muslim can pray 
wherever he wants whether in his house or in a mosque. If an imam is not 
present and a few people want to pray, one among them takes the role of the 
imam and thus they are able to pray. As you understand, in Islam you do not 
have a certain class of people called “man of religion”, like the priests in 
Christianity. All Muslims are equal...36

 
  

These passages were clearly seen as uncontroversial at the time, as the book had state 

approval. Moreover, the examples show that the book was clearly written according to the 

confessional approach, or ilmihal understanding, as noted earlier. 
 

 

The absence of religions other than Islam in the course content  might be explained by 

the fact that during those years, there were many minority schools and nearly all minority 

children attended these schools, in order to study their own religion. Thus, it is arguable that 

the state saw no obligation to teach Christianity or Judaism to children of Turkish origin. The 

result was that pupils in state schools had little knowledge of these, or any other religions. 

5.4 Textbooks of the multi-party regime: 1949-1980 

 For this era, I propose to examine textbooks used in the 1951 and 1954 academic 
                                                           
35 Muallim Abdülbaki, Cumhuriyet Çocuğunun Din Dersleri Sınıf 5 [Religion Courses of the Republican Child]. 
Vol. 5. Istanbul: Şirketi Murettiye Matbaası, 1930-1931, p. 84. 
36 Ibid., p. 92. 
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years. The religion education courses were re-introduced in 1949, after a sixteen-year hiatus. 

As noted in earlier chapters, the late 1940s saw the state move to incorporate religion courses 

into the education system, despite the growing discontent of some intellectuals and MPs. After 

the 1940s, as part of its liberalization program, the CHP relaxed its religion education 

policies, mainly in response to conservative, rural discontent with the existing situation. The 

regime’s attitude towards religion had become extremely repressive in the 1930s and 1940s. It 

was only after the introduction of multi-party politics in 1946 that both parties started to court 

the Muslim vote. During this period, it became obvious that there was a growing public 

demand for properly conceived religion education. Some MPs in the CHP declared that if they 

did not implement some kind of religion instruction in schools, they would not win the next 

elections. Other MPs thought that religion courses were needed to prevent society from 

becoming communist. In Parliament, there were fierce debates on religion education and its 

compatibility with the secularism principle. These debates resulted in differing proposals 

about how to teach religion without compromising secularism. As we have seen, the moral 

courses devised at the beginning of 1940s now transformed into religion courses. The motive 

behind the re-introduction of the course was connected to the political climate of the time. 

There was the perceived threat of Communism and also the newly arrived DP (Demokrat 

Partisi/ Democratic Party), a more populist party, which spoke to the religious sentiments of 

ordinary people and not just the ‘elites’.  

 Finally, in February 1948, Parliament agreed that an optional religion course should be 

introduced in schools. However, because textbooks for the course were not ready, the 

implementation of this decree was postponed for one year. According to the decree, religion 

courses would be taught on a voluntary basis for fourth and fifth graders in primary schools. 

The intention was to schedule the classes in the middle of the day, thereby guaranteeing good 

attendance. We learn from the memoirs of Banguoğlu, Minister of Education (1948-1950), 

that some members of the Ministry of Religious Affairs strongly disliked the textbooks, 

which, in their view, contained revolutionary/communistic themes and the influence of 

dervishism.37

                                                           
37 Here, by arguing that the textbooks contained traits of dervishism (a dervish is someone who is treading a Sufi 
Muslim ascetic path or tarikat), there is a reference to mysticist language being used in the textbooks. This was 
viewed unfavorably because it implied a return to the past, where Sufi Muslim ascetic worship in lodges or in 
tarikats (brotherhoods) were common in Ottoman lands. Following the passage of a 1925 law, all monasteries 
(tekkes), their lodgings (zaviyes) and the use of nomenclature associated with those brotherhoods were banned. 
This was a move that aimed to secure the secular character of new republic. 

 The books also included poems by Pir Sultan Abdal, the spiritual leader of 

Alevis of Anatolia. This dissatisfaction with the books delayed the introduction of the course. 

Finally, Banguoğlu commissioned the Minister of Religious Affairs to write a new textbook. 
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The government decreed that the textbooks should not touch on denominational differences, 

which basically meant that there would be no information on Alevism and no revolutionary 

traits. With these terms set, the textbooks were written and ready for use by the 1949 

academic year. While the topics for fourth graders covered general information about Islam 

and Islamic views of morality, the fifth grade course dealt more with the specific teachings of 

Islam, including the memorization of prayers to be able to practice namaz (ritual prayer).  

 The specific textbooks I examined for this section belonged to the Ministry of 

Education's own publishing house, and were the most commonly used books of the time.38

 Thank god I am Muslim; I have been born a Muslim and will live like a Muslim. My 
 mother, father, my grandfather and my ancestors are Muslims... Every person who is a 
 Muslim is born clean; bad people deviate towards badness afterwards. My God, you 
created me as a Muslim, make me live as a Muslim...

 

The new textbooks abandon the kind of commentaries on Christianity and other faiths that 

appeared in the previous generation of religion textbooks. More emphasis is given to a 

detailed account of Islam, while there is an evident decision to continue to omit Alevism from 

the texts. The textbook for the fourth grade (1951) opens with a poetic piece titled “I am 

Muslim”:  

39

 
 

The piece suggests that non-Muslims are deviants from Islam and therefore, on the “wrong 

path”. However, this issue recedes somewhat in the later chapters. In fact, in a chapter titled 

“Islam and Human Brotherhood”, the text opens with a statement that all Muslims are 

brothers/sisters, regardless of their nations and cultures. However, this is followed by a 

remark that all people are brothers and sisters, since humans came from the same parents. 

This, according to the text, necessitates that Muslims should behave well towards all people. 

In sum, the book contains some contradictory messages as to how to assess non-Muslims and 

non-Islamic religions.  

 With regards to the representation of Christianity and Judaism, one can argue that 

there are two methods used in Turkish religion textbooks. The first is to present 

Christianity/Judaism as a separate subject, an approach first taken in the 1976 textbooks for 

the eighth grade (orta 1) and twelfth grade (lise 3). The second method is to provide some 

information about Christianity and Judaism under different topics, in order to explain certain 

aspects of these religions or to make comparisons. As will be seen, this second approach does 

                                                           
38 İlkokul Kitapları, Din Dersleri Birinci Kitap [Primary school textbooks, religion lessons]. Vol 1. Istanbul: 
Maarif Basımevi, 1951; İlkokul Kitapları, Din Dersleri İkinci Kitap [Primary school textbooks, religion lessons]. 
Vol. 2. Istanbul: Maarif Basımevi, 1954. 
39 İlkokul Kitapları, Din Dersleri Birinci Kitap [Primary school textbooks, religion lessons]. Vol 1. Istanbul: 
Maarif Basımevi, 1951, p. 3. 



170 
 

not develop substantive material on these two faiths, but works to clarify the position of Islam 

and its superiority.40

 Again, until 1980, in the books for the fifth grade, there was nearly always a section 

on the important prophets, providing a brief biography of their lives and good works, and 

typically including Jesus and Moses. In these passages, the language is rather distanced and 

the prophets are portrayed as of secondary importance to Mohammed. For example, unlike the 

representation of Mohammed, there is no title “Hz” (abbreviation for the word ‘Hazreti’) put 

before the names Jesus and Moses as a mark of respect. More importantly, they are depicted 

as prophets without contemporary followers. A person who reads these pages could be 

forgiven for thinking that neither Christianity nor Judaism exists today. This is mostly 

achieved by implying that every new religion annexes its predecessors, making Islam the 

most important contemporary religion. 

 Up until 1980, when the course was still optional, Christianity and 

Judaism only appeared within the framework of this second method. 

 In addition to the above, the presumed superiority of the Koran over other religious 

books is regularly presented. For example: 

 God has given various qualities to the Koran which are non-existent in other books. 
The ayets talk about the greatness of God, and his unity and uniqueness are so strong 
and so alive that in no other book can you come across this. In a short, one line sure, 
the highest truths have been offered with respect to iman, faith, worship and 
morality.41

 
  

 There is a huge misconception in the majority of textbooks which operate with the 

assumption that the Gospel (İncil) was revealed to Jesus by God, as the Koran was revealed to 

Mohamamad, and then after Jesus it was forgotten and corrupted by people. It is likely that 

the use of ‘Gospel’ in the singular in the Koran is an important factor in shaping the Muslim 

understanding of the Chrisitian scripture as being like the Koran.42

 In fact, since the Gospel (İncil) that was sent to Jesus was never preserved, various 
books have been written in the name of it. Some of these historical books recorded the 
great qualities of Jesus. Yet none of these books matched one another. In 325 AC, a 
commission of religious people gathered in İznik and abolished these books, leaving 
only four of them. Those four books are the ones in existence today.

 This of course illustrates 

how an Islamic understanding to Christian scripture is offered in a very misleading way.  

43

                                                           
40 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 289. 

 

41 İlkokul Kitapları, Din Dersleri İkinci Kitap [Primary school textbooks, religion lessons]. Vol. 2. Istanbul: 
Maarif Basımevi, 1954, p. 19. 
42 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 

(1999), p. 288. 
43 İlkokul Kitapları, Din Dersleri İkinci Kitap [Primary school textbooks, religion lessons]. Vol. 2. Istanbul: 
Maarif Basımevi, 1954, p. 25. 
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This same section finishes with the following argument: 

After some time, just like the religion of Moses, Jesus’s religion was corrupted by 
 people and its essence was forgotten; people followed wrong paths. They 
 worshipped stones, trees and other people. After Jesus, people became more and more 
deviant every day. The world awaited a new savior. In such a time, 571 years after 
Jesus’s birth, Mohammed, God’s most loved subject, was born.44

 
 

 All these passages provide clear evidence of a brief and limited interpretation of 

Christianity in the textbooks produced for Turkish children. Moreover, the examination 

reveals the explicit influence of the confessional approach in Turkish religion education. 

Consistent with this attitude, non-Islamic religion are generally externalized as religions. 

Thus, Christianity and Judaism are marginalized and primarily treated from an Islamic 

perspective. 

 

5.5 Textbooks of 1982-2002 

 As will be recalled, the entire structure of the course changed when it was made 

compulsory in 1982. The name of the course also changed, from “Religion Courses” to 

“Religion Culture and Morals Course”. This move, which shifted the emphasis from religion 

to culture and ethics, was intended to make the course inclusive of all students, regardless of 

their religion. However, the change in name was not accompanied by a significant change in 

content. The religion textbooks had an additional chapter titled “Atatürk’s thoughts about our 

religion and about Laicism”. This material was clearly aimed at dismissing the discussions 

that revolved around the course as to whether these courses constitute a compromise from 

Kemalist secular ideals or not. This chapter included the following sub-topics: “The Principle 

of Secularism”, “Atatürk’s views about Secularism”, “Atatürk's views about our religion” and 

lastly “The Republic of Turkey and Secularism”. It is significant to see that the secularism 

principle is appropriated to Islam and to Turks specifically. One of the textbooks asserts that: 

“As the Koran informs us, God has created everybody from the same essence and rendered 

them honorable beings. No one has superiority over others, based on nation, race, beauty, 

powers etc.”45

 The Koran and Islam are referred to in order to assert and legitimize principles of 

equality, as can be seen in the following passage:  

   

 Sometimes citizens of a state do not belong to the same religion. In this case, if the 
                                                           
44 Ibid. 
45 Beyza Bilgin, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 5 [Religion Culture and Morals Course 5]. Istanbul: Milli Eğitim 
Basımevi, 1983, p. 72. 
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state forces these people to believe in Islam, or if Muslims look down upon them as if 
they are second class citizens, then this kind of a behavior does not suit the principles 
of Islam.46

 
 

To strengthen the importance of aptness of secularism for Turkey, the textbook associates it 

with Turkishness. It says:  

 Turks have always been respectful of freedom of religion and conscience in the places 
they ruled. They have come to understand this principle of Islam as they have become 
Muslims. They have applied this principle and set a good example for other 
civilizations. It has been difficult, and often come late, for other countries and nations 
to apply this principle.47

 

  

Despite its conceptual and practical complexity, secularism is reduced here to a fairly simple 

separation of religion and politics. Moreover, it is presented as a principle of Islam under the 

guise of freedom of religion and conscience.  

 In religion education textbooks, each chapter opens with a few questions, described as 

“preparatory questions”. The idea is that before coming to class, each student should think 

about these questions and be able to reflect upon them if the teacher asks them. My personal 

experience is that these questions remain largely unread. In the specific textbook examined 

for this section, one of the preparatory questions is as follows: “Do you have any people 

among your friends and neighbors who belong to religions other than Islam? How are your 

relations with them?” This question raises the possibility of fruitful discussions about 

relations between followers of different religions. However, it is somewhat lost in the 

textbook’s larger discourses, which are generally less open to difference.  

 After 1982, because the course was supposed to be inclusive, the compulsory religion 

education curriculum provided some space for teaching non-Islamic religions. In line with 

this, textbooks have incorporated presentations of Christianity, Judaism and other non-Islamic 

religions.48 However, until 2002, when the textbooks underwent a major transformation, 

world religions were classed as divine (semavi dinler) and non-divine (semavi olmayan 

dinler).49

                                                           
46 Ibid. 

 The textbooks for the first year of upper secondary school included sections on 

these non-divine religions, such as Buddhism, Hinduism and Confucianism. The textbooks 

47 Ibid. 
48 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 281. 
49 “Semavi dinler” is used to describe monotheistic faiths, emphasizing and tracing their common origin to 
Abraham. In Turkey, the word ‘semavi’ and to a lesser extent, the word “Abrahamic” are  used in religion 
textbooks. In Turkish, the word ‘Semavi’ means ‘related/belonging  to the sky’ designating that Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam have come from God, via the sky. ‘Sky’ may be the equivalent to how ‘heaven’ is 
conceived in other faiths.   
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presented these religions in a descriptive way, providing brief information about their 

emergence, doctrine, scripture and worship, without making any reference to their 

contemporary forms. There was no apparent criticism of these religions from a Muslim or any 

other perspective. In this sense, the books took what might be described as a 

phenomenological approach to these religions. However, as Kaymakcan argues, this is an 

inaccurate representation because they are defined as non-divine religions by the Turkish 

textbook classification of religions. The other possible reason for this approach is the lack of 

direct reference to these religions in the Koran, this in contrast to the case for Judaism and 

Christianity.50

 This kind of a classification of religions as divine and non-divine can be seen as the 

legacy of the ilmihal approach that Bilmen wrote that was mentioned earlier in the chapter.

 As for the ‘divine religions’, this group was divided into two categories: 

undistorted (bozulmamış) and distorted (bozulmuş) religions. In this classification, 

Christianity and Judaism fell under the second category, disadvantaging both religions from 

the start.  

51

 As noted above, these textbooks devote separate sections to explanations of 

Christianity and Judaism. In order to explain the various aspects of Islam, a certain number of 

explicit and implicit references to Christianity and Judaism are added, so that comparisons 

can be made. In the textbooks, one can see that more space is allocated to explain Christianity 

especially via the implicit references to it. These discursive methods suggest that Islam is an 

appropriate religion for human nature and superior to Christianity and, in some cases, to 

Judaism. In this context, special attention is given to two concepts in Christianity. These are 

the priesthood and Confession (Penance). As may be recalled, these are actually the same 

concepts that Muallim Abdülbaki's book have talked about in a derogatory manner. This 

shows us that after many decades, the textbook treatment of non-Islamic religions has 

remained more or less the same. 

 

According to Bilmen’s account, religions were divided into three groups which the textbooks 

exactly used: divine religions, distorted divine religions and non-divine religions. For him 

Islam was the only true divine religion, because other divine religions, such as Judaism and 

Christianity, had lost their original forms and become distorted divine religions. Judaism and 

Christianity aside, Bilmen evaluated other religions apart from Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam as non-divine, arguing that they had been fabricated by human beings. 

                                                           
50 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 283. 
51 Ömer Bilmen, Büyük İslam İlmihali [Great Islam Ilmihal]. Ankara: Kılıç, 1949. 
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 Kaymakcan argues that Turkish textbooks try to find a connection between priesthood 

and Confession and because of this they usually deal with them both in the same context.52

 The textbooks for the last year of upper secondary school include a topic called ‘There 

is no priesthood in Islam’. The (Roman Catholic) priesthood is described as follows: “It is a 

way of life in which priests avoid worldly affairs and do not marry”.

 It 

is important to note that textbook material on Christianity is usually confined to Roman 

Catholicism, rather than Protestantism. For instance, the practice of Confession (penance) and 

some other features of Christianity (which are criticized by the textbooks) have been rejected 

by the Protestants, but the textbooks do not take this into account. 

53 There is criticism of 

the role of priests as confessors, and as mediators between God and people: and introducing 

some new religious commands is criticized. The following Islamic argument is put forward in 

response to this Christian understanding. “There is no confession in Islam. However, there is 

forgiveness from God. No one has the right to mediate between God and people.”54 

 Again, the majority of textbooks focus on the four gospels, the issue of their 

originality and when and how they gained prominence in the Christian religion. Some 

textbooks still offer an inaccurate information on the subject that was seen in textbooks of 

previous periods. For example, one of them begins with the following description to explain 

the Christian Scripture:55 
 The name of the book which was revealed by Allah to Jesus is the Gospel (İncil). This 
holy book was corrupted by religious scholars, as happened to the Torah. Four 
centuries after the birth of Jesus, due to the existence of a number of Gospels which 
contradicted one another, Christians were unable to decide which one should be 
followed. So, the Council of Nicaea was convened in 325, and the number of Gospels 
reduced to four.56

 
  

This passage suggests, again, that attitudes to Christianity and Judaism had changed little 

since the late 1920s. In this period, the number of Jewish and Christian students attending 

state schools increased due to the closing of their own minority schools. As will be shown in 

the next chapter, a series of arbitrary decisions and practices meant that many of these 

children had to sit in the religion courses. At the same time, the increased mixing in state 

                                                           
52 Recep Kaymakcan.“Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 289. 
53 İ. Çelebi, A. Bebek and N. Bozkurt, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Liseler için Ders Kitabı [Religion Culture 
and Morals Course for High Schools]. Vol. 1. Istanbul: Salan, 1994, p. 58.  
54 Ibid. 
55 A. Şener and  O. Karmış, Orta Okullar için Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi [Religion Culture and Morals 
Textbook for Middle-Schools]. Vol. 1. Ankara: MEB Yay, 1991. 
56 A. Şener and  O. Karmış, Orta Okullar için Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi [Religion Culture and Morals 
Textbook for Middle-Schools]. Vol. 1. Ankara: MEB Yay, 1991, p. 4. 
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schools meant that Muslim children had more Christian and Jewish friends, yet were given no 

opportunity to learn about their friends’ religions. 

 

5.5.1 Alevism in the textbooks of 1982-2002 

 As argued extensively in the previous chapters, starting with the establishment of 

religion education, Alevism has always been non-existent in the course curricula. The reason 

for this negligence was not only due to the dominance of Sunnism in Turkish society, but also 

government policy which took as given that Sunni Islam should provide a set of common 

values for all segments of society and contribute to social integrity and cohesion. Especially 

after the coup d'etat, when the ideological formulation of the Turkish Islamic Synthesis 

gained credibility among the elites, the religion courses were seen as a panacea for social 

unrest and political instability. During the turbulent years preceding the coup, many young 

Alevis belonged to leftist groups and were inspired by socialist and Marxist ideas. Thus 

Alevis were also held responsible by the Generals for much of the disorder and anarchy 

throughout the country. These factors contributed to (and legitimized) the ongoing invisibility 

of the Alevis in the compulsory religion education courses.  

 As told before, the Alevis’ point of view concerning the Islamic history, Islamic rituals 

and principles, all of which differ considerably from the Sunni perspective, was disregarded in 

textbooks. Thus diverse understanding or interpretation of the Alevis from the orthodox Islam 

(Sunnism) concerning the history, principles of belief and worshipping were systematically 

avoided being discussed. Until the end of this era, the only place that Alevis could associate 

themselves in the textbooks with was in the place where the leader of Alevis, Hz. Ali, was 

mentioned in the textbooks as the follower of Hz.Mohammad and as the fourth caliphate. I 

believe that it would not suffice here to only maintain that Alevism was non-existent in the 

textbooks. There is a strong need to reflect on this negligence in order to grasp in what ways 

Alevism is disrespected in the textbooks. In the light of this endeavor, I would like to examine 

an eleventh grade textbook published in 1982, written by Mehmet Aydın, and which was 

mandated by Ministry of Education and remained in use until 2005.57 Zeki Uyanık, has also 

conducted a discursive analysis of this book, comparing it to another textbook published in 

2005, and considering all the material from an Alevi perspective. Some of my analysis below 

is informed by his important work.58

                                                           
57 Mehmet Aydın, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Sınıf 11 [Religion Culture and Morals Course 11]. Ankara: 
MEB, 1982. 

 

58 Zeki Uyanık, “The Alevis in Official Discourse: The Case of Religion Textbooks.” Proceedings of the Fifth 
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  This specific religion textbook contains various topics/issues, of which four will be 

considered in detail. First of all, the textbook states that “the god is the absolute creator of the 

universe, and his existence is separate and independent from the universe/creatures. God is 

separate from everything, and he does not resemble any of his creatures, including human 

beings.”59 As Uyanık has argued, the dominant view of the relationship between God, 

universe and human being is based on the belief in tevhid (unity), which does not correspond 

to Alevi views of this relationship or indeed, of the story of creation. While explaining the 

principles of belief in Islam, the book is silent about the Alevi view that god, universe and 

human being cannot be imagined separately, and that the human being was created as an 

appearance of God and is therefore, a divine creature.60

 As a second issue, the textbook maintains that daily prayers (namaz), hajj (hac), 

fasting (oruç), and alms (zekat) are the main acts of worship in Islam. The textbook includes 

several discussions of these acts of worship, making reference to the Koran and to sayings of 

the prophet. Daily prayers, fasting in Ramadan, hajj and alms are presented as required 

religious duty (farz) for all Muslims. Yet, in practice, most Alevis do not follow daily prayers 

or perform fasting at Ramadan; they do not go to Makka for hajj. Alevi acts of worship, such 

as ayini cem (congregational or assembly meeting), semah (ritual dance of the Alevis) and 

fasting in Muharrem

 

61 are not mentioned in the book. Indeed, the book neglects to mention 

any form of Islamic worship that falls outside practices recognized by Sunni Islam. Moreover, 

the textbook claims that “all the Muslims recite besmele (with the name of God the most 

beneficial and merciful) before starting their work.”62

 A third issue concerns places of worship. The textbook claims that mosques also serve 

educational functions in society.

 But we know that at the beginning of 

ayini cem, and in some other instances, the Alevis use the expression “with the name of 

Shah”, instead of “with the name of God”. The book ignores these differences, choosing 

instead to identify all Muslims with Sunni practice. 

63

                                                                                                                                                                                     
International Conference on Cultural Policy Research, 2008. Microsoft Word file.  

 Moreover in the textbooks, mosques are presented as 

59 Mehmet Aydın, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Sınıf 11 [Religion Culture and Morals Course 11]. Ankara: 
MEB, 1982, pp. 2-13. 
60 Zeki Uyanık, “The Alevis in Official Discourse: The Case of Religion Textbooks.” Proceedings of the Fifth 
International Conference on Cultural Policy Research, 2008. Microsoft Word file, p. 7. 
61 Muharrem is the first month of the Islamic calendar. The Muslim month of Muharram (or Mâtem Orucu) 
begins 20 days after Eid ul-Adha (Kurban Bayramı). Alevis observe a fast for the first twelve days. This 
culminates in the festival of Ashura (Aşure), which commemorates the martyrdom of Imam Hussain at Karbala. 
62 Zeki Uyanık, “The Alevis in Official Discourse: The Case of Religion Textbooks.” Proceedings of the Fifth 
International Conference on Cultural Policy Research, 2008. Microsoft Word file, p.11. 
63 Mehmet Aydın, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Sınıf 11 [Religion Culture and Morals Course 11]. Ankara: 
MEB, 1982, p.68. 72-73, 100. 
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places of worship for all Muslims. The issue of congregation houses (cemevis, Alevi places of 

worship) is not mentioned. The book’s illustrations continue this pattern of neglect. For 

example, there are two pictures of a mosque (Sultan Ahmet Mosque) and Konya İnce 

Minareli. In addition, there is a picture that shows Mustafa Kemal praying during Kurban 

Bayramı (Sacrifice festival).64

 Finally, under the title “Muslim-Turkish scientists and thinkers”, the textbook 

mentions “important personalities” of Turkish Islamic civilization, including  Hacı Bektaşi 

Veli, Yunus Emre, Fuzuli, Ahmed Yesevi, İbni Sina, Fatih Sultan Mehmet, Farabi, Mimar 

Sinan and Atatürk.

 There is no picture of a congregation house; and no picture 

showing an act of Alevi worship. A caption refers to “the importance and centrality of 

mosques in Turkish social life”, another slight to the Alevis, because many of them regard 

congregation houses, rather than mosques, as main places of worship. 

65

 The Alevi perspective is neglected not only in the sphere of worship, but in the 

presentation of personalities of Islamic history. In Alevism, according to the principle of 

tevella and teberra (cherishing and glorifying Ahl al-Bayt (Ehli-Beyt),

 Although some of these names are also the spiritual leaders of Alevis 

(such as Hacı Bektaşi Veli and Yunus Emre), these personalities are presented as important 

figures of Sufi literature. Their roles in the formation of Alevism and their importance to the 

Alevis remain unmentioned. Instead, they are situated within the context of Islamic literature, 

while the connections between these figures and their Alevi followers appear to be 

systematically ignored. 

66

 I leave behind me two things, which are the book of God and doings of the prophet. If 
you follow them, you will never go astray.

 family of the prophet 

respected by the Alevis, and disliking and contempting the ones who oppose Ehli Beyt, Ömer 

(the second caliph), Ebu Bekir (the first caliph) are among the person who should be held in 

contempt. The textbook glorifies these persons and presents them as models for all Muslims: 

“Glorified Ömer and Ebu Bekir were among the great Muslims; they always followed the 

prophet”. In this same issue, the prophet Mohammed’s famous Sermon of Farewell (Veda 

Hutbesi) is presented in the following terms: 

67

 
 

Yet, we know that there is more than one version of the Sermon of Farewell. The most 
                                                           
64 Ibid., p. 107. 
65 Ibid., p. 95-125. 
66 Ahl al-Bayt is an Arabic phrase (Ehli Beyt in Turkish) literally meaning People of the House, or family. Within 
the Islamic tradition, the term refers to the family of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. There are differing 
interpretations of the scope and importance of Ahl al-Bayt. In Alevism, the Ahl al-Bayt are central to Islam and 
believed to be the true successors of Mohammed. 
67 Mehmet Aydın, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Sınıf 11 [Religion Culture and Morals Course 11]. Ankara: 
MEB, 1982, p. 41. 
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important difference between the versions occurs at the end of the sermon, where the prophet 

Mohammed states what he leaves behind. For example, in contrast to the version cited above, 

another version has this statement: “I leave behind me the Koran and Ehli Beyt”. Although 

both versions appear in authentic hadiths, the textbook authors opt for the first version (which 

does not mention Ehli Beyt), omitting the second version. While the Sunnis generally accept 

the first version, Alevis as well as the other Shiis (who believe in the holiness and leadership 

of Ehli Beyt) accept the second version of the sermon.  

 

5.6 Textbooks of 2002-2009 

 As noted in the previous chapter, after 1998, the Ministry of National Education began 

to redefine the vision, mission and basic values of religion education. This revision was 

prompted by a fundamental change in the primary education system, when it moved from five 

to eight years in duration. In response to this change, the Ministry of National Education 

started an intensive process of program development for religion education, and prepared 

teaching programs by establishing direct cooperation with the Ankara University Faculty of 

Theology and partial cooperation with other theology faculties. As a result, a program known 

as the “Ankara Model”68 was utilized in İmam-Hatip schools in 1999, and in other primary 

schools starting in 2001.69

 It was in this larger context that religion education in Turkey gained a new 

momentum. Teaching programs, guidebooks for teachers and students were developed and 

new textbooks were prepared, as well as in-service training for teachers. The Ministry of 

National Education claimed that the new program and textbooks would aim to give students 

correct information about religion, rather than making them devout followers of Islam. It 

further claimed that “no matter what the preference is, it must be based on correct learning 

and individuals must not be religiously exploited.”

 In the context of this model, there were improvements to the 

religion textbooks and course structure due to a new understanding in the instruction of 

religion education. According to this model, there was a need for religion education that 

underlined the importance of educational pedagogy, and of the need to promote of tolerance 

and respect between different cultures. 

70

                                                           
68 The choice of name derived from the extensive involvement of the University of Ankara in developing the new 
religious education curriculum. 

 Given that Turkey is a democratic, 

secular state, the new model required that the new curriculum more accurately reflect these 

69 Recai Doğan & Nurullah Altaş, “What is the Ankara Model?” Açıkarşiv n.d. Web. 15 Mar. 2009.  
70 Turkey. Ministry of National Education. National Education At the Beginning of 2002: Innovations in the 
Education System. 2002. Web. 5 Jan. 2009. 
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features. It understood religion education as ‘inclusive religious teaching’, meaning that it 

should be non-denominational and include material on non-Islamic religions.71

 Various scholars have argued that the new primary religion education curriculum and 

textbooks constituted an important step towards the implementation of non-confessional 

religion education. The presentation of Christianity indicates that the traditional Islamic 

perspective on ahl al-kitab

  

72 has been limited, with priority being given to the common points 

between Islam, Christianity and Judaism, and an objective approach was attempted to be 

applied throughout. As a result, the aforementioned bias towards Christianity and Judaism 

was abandoned. In the textbook for sixth graders information about the Old Testament, Bible 

and Koran is presented under the section entitled “Holy Books”.73 However, the space 

allocated to this section amounts to only three pages in the 130-page textbook and includes 

small pictures of the Old Testament and the Bible. In the textbook for eighth graders, there is 

a section entitled “Let us get to know the big contemporary religions living today”. This 

indicates a shift from the previous decades, where non-Islamic religions were given little 

place and labeled “distorted” or “non-divine”. The new textbooks underline the common 

points in all divine religions, and the addition of pictures of synagogues and churches is a new 

development. The questions in the textbooks encourage children to explore non-Islamic 

religions, but this may serve another purpose. Questions in the textbook include: “Compare 

the belief in Allah in Islam to the belief in God in Judaism” and “What differentiates Islam 

from other religions?” These questions pertain to a comparison between Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam, and are often made at the expense of Judaism and Christianity. 
 

                                                           
71 Recep Kaymakcan, 'Religious Education Culture in Modern Turkey', in M. de Souza et al. (eds), International 
Handbook of the Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education, p. 458. 

In these textbooks, there is clear evidence of a new attempt to present non-Islamic 

religions in an objective manner, pointing out shared perspectives, especially ethical ones. 

However the followers of these religions in Turkey are not mentioned at all, and the carefully 

chosen language creates a palpable a distance in relation to non-Islamic religions. Despite 

these shortcomings, there is more information about non-Islamic religions, a positive 

development in terms of Muslim students becoming acquainted with these religions. 

However, the course is still some way from living up to its title as a Religion Culture and 

Morals Course. In the book for sixth graders, the namaz is explained in detail, with each 

72 (Arabic: “People of the Book”). In Islāmic thought, those religionists such as Jews, Christians, and 
Zoroastrians who are possessors of divine books (i.e., the Torah, the Gospel, and the Avesta), are distinguished 
from those whose religions are not based on divine revelations. 
73 İbrahim Kani, İlköğretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 6 [Religion Culture and Morals Course]. Vol. 6. 
Istanbul: Batu, 2008, pp.25-29. 
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movement accompanied by a picture of a young boy and a young girl performing it.74

 

 This is 

in marked contrast to the larger revision process that aims to render religion education non-

confessional. Although the actual practice of namaz inside the classroom was forbidden 

during the 1980s and 1990s, many teachers did not abide by this restriction and just showed 

pupils how to do the movements. Some commentators have seen this as ultimate proof that 

the course was a confessional course and not a religion culture course.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
74 İbrahim Kani, İlköğretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 6 [Religion Culture and Morals Course]. Vol. 6. 
Istanbul: Batu, 2008, pp. 45-47. 
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(Ibrahim Kani, İlköğretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 6 [Religion Culture and Morals Course]. Vol. 6. Istanbul: 
Batu, 2008, p. 47.) 

Illustrations showing the movements of the namaz.   
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5.6.1 Alevism in the textbooks of 2002-2009 
 In 2005, the Ministry of Education decided that the new curriculum for grades nine to 

twelve should include information about the Alevis.75 The eleventh grade curriculum includes 

material on the Caferi sect (İmami Shiism), along with the other four Sunni sects. These 

appear under the topic titled ‘The Commentaries on the Islamic Thought’. Also at the same 

level, the topic ‘Love for the Ehl-i Beyt in our culture’ appears in a section titled ‘The model 

Muhammad’. In the twelfth grade, Alevism is treated under the topic ‘Sufistic Interpretations 

of Islamic Thought’, together with Sufistic thoughts, Bektashi order, Yesevism, Mevlevim and 

Ahism. Thus it is clear that Alevism and the Bektashi order now form a small part of 

secondary religion education. Although the new curriculum still does not accurately represent 

the pluralism of Islam, this limited inclusion of Alevism can be considered a positive step.76

 In this section, I will examine a textbook written by a commission to meet the 

requirements of the new curriculum program.

 

Yet as some Alevi intellectuals rightfully pointed out, the Ministry of Education angered Alevi 

leaders by not consulting them when these changes were made. 

77

 In the Vilayetname-i Haci Bektaş Veli, in Decrees (buyruklarda) and the sayings of 
ozans

 In this book, Alevism is introduced and 

evaluated together with Bektashism. Thus, grouped together, Alevism-Bektashism is defined 

as one of the “Turkish mystic thoughts” in Islam. By means of this expression, the text denies 

both the ethnic and religious qualities of Alevism. Although the content and basic principles 

of some other Islamic groups/understandings (such as Hanefilik, Malikilik, Şiilik, Caferilik) 

are discussed in the 2005 textbook, there is no information about the content and principles of 

Alevism. None of its principles of belief and forms of worship feature in the book. Instead of 

indicating particular characteristics of Alevism, the textbook emphasizes the common 

elements that unite Alevism and mainstream Sunni thought in Turkey. Treated from a Sunni 

perspective, Alevism is thus portrayed as a ‘legitimate’ Sunni mezhep in Islam, with 

controversial issues glossed over. The larger objective seems to be to incorporate Alevisim 

into Sunni Islam. For instance, the book asserts: 

78

                                                           
75 Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Orta Ögretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Dersi Öğretim Programı 
[Curriculum for Secondary Education Religion Culture and Morals Course]. İstanbul: Devlet Kitapları 
Müdürlüğü, 2005. 

 are the main sources of Alevism and Bektashism....In decrees, the Koran is 
emphasized and it is said that in order to show people the way to God, one has to 
know the Koran and behave accordingly. This issue is explained as ‘The words of the 

76 Ibid., p. 207. 
77 Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Ortaögretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 12 [Secondary education, 
religion culture and morals course 12]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 2009. 
78 Ozan means poet in Turkish. However in contemporary usage the word şair is more widely used. The works of 
ozans are generally associated with folkloric culture. 



183 
 

pir79 who doesn’t consult the Koran and its verses are not respectable. The things told 
must comply with the Koran.’80

 
 

In the textbook, some important Alevi religious exercises are described as “traditions”. The 

Alevi act of prayer, the “cem”, is described as a “ceremony” and not as a religious prayer. By 

omitting these practices and selecting Alevi statements that fit the premises of Sunnism, the 

textbook succeeds in presenting Alevism as a thought. For example:  

 In the major sources of Alevism-Bektashism, worship is also mentioned. The leader of 
this thought, Haci Bektas Veli, has enumerated the basic principles of Alevism as 
‘Namaz, zekat, fasting, and attendance at hajj, if possible’.81

 
 

In addition, the book includes some poems by leading Alevi/ Bektaşi figures on the love of the 

prophet Mohammed. This was a clear attempt to indicate Alevi respect for the prophet. Thus 

there is almost no information about what makes Alevism different from the other Islamic 

schools of thought. Thus it can be argued that while in the textbooks of 1980s Alevis were 

completely absent, in the newer textbooks the Alevi existence was recognized to some extent. 

However, this recognition is not harmonious with the expectations of the Alevis. “In other 

words, the changes in the official discourse concerning the Alevis do not correspond to a 

complete acceptance of the Alevi identity with its social and religious content.”82

                                                           
79 Pir literally means ‘old person’ in Persian. In Sufism/Alevism it is the title for a revered master whose role is 
to guide and instruct his disciples on the Sufi path. 

 Claims of 

the Alevis for religious and cultural authenticity and diversity are not completely recognized 

by the state.” Like the new curriculum program, the new book claims to pursue a neutral, 

supra-sectarian (mezhepler üstü) approach. In reality, these stated objectives have not yet been 

fulfilled.   

80 Ibid, p. 68. 
81 OrtaÖgretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 12, MEB Yay:Ankara, 2009, p. 70. 
82 Zeki Uyanık, “The Alevis in Official Discourse: The Case of Religion Textbooks.” Proceedings of the Fifth 
International Conference on Cultural Policy Research, 2008. Microsoft Word file, p. 19. 



184 
 

        

 In this page, cemevleri of Alevis, equivalent to mosques of Sunnis, are described as 
‘places’ where ‘ceremonies’ take place. Taking into account of the broader context of the 
textbook, it would not be wrong to conclude that the religious aspect of this ritual is totally 
omitted. 

(Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Ortaögretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 12 [Secondary education, 
religion culture and morals course 12]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 2009, p. 71) 
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 In the textbooks for seventh, ninth and twelfth graders, there are specific 

chapters/sections devoted to defining and legitimizing the provision of religion courses in the 

state education system. For instance in a textbook for seventh graders, in the chapter “Our 

Culture and Religion”, there is a section titled “Secularism is the guarantee of Freedom of 

Religion and Freedom of Belief”.83 In the ninth grade textbook, an entire chapter is dedicated 

to these issues, under the title “Religion and Secularism”.84 Finally, in the twelfth grade 

textbook, the name of one chapter is “Atatürk and Religion”. It consists of the following sub-

sections: “The importance Atatürk gives to the understanding of religion”; “The importance 

Atatürk gives to religion education in schools”; and finally, “The importance Atatürk gives to 

religious scholars”.85

 

 As the titles indicate, this material serves an important function. 

Religion education has remained controversial in Turkey and has many opponents; the 

textbooks serve to identify and validate state support for these courses.  

                                                           
83 İbrahim Kani, İlköğretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 7 [Religion Culture and Morals Course]. Vol. 7. 
Istanbul: Batu, 2008, pp.91-108 
84 Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Ortaögretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 9 [Secondary education, 
religon culture and morals course 9]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 2009, pp. 85-89. 
85 Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Ortaögretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 12 [Secondary education, 
religion culture and morals course 12]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 2009, pp. 89-95. 
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(Turkey. MEB [Ministry of Nat’l Educ.]. Ortaögretim, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 12 
[Secondary education, religion culture and morals course 12]. Ankara: Devlet Basımevi, 2009, 
p. 90)  
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 In the previous page, Atatürk's thoughts about Islam are explained. In the photograph, 

we see Atatürk praying with an İmam. Most likely the picture is inserted here in order to 

refute the once commonly held idea that Atatürk was not on good terms with Islam. 

5.7 Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I critically analyzed the textbooks used to teach religion education 

courses and showed how the deployment of specific discourses tended to marginalize non-

Islamic religions and Alevism. I tracked changes in the textbooks across four periods: the 

early Republican era, the multi-party regime, the time period between 1982 to 2002 when the 

course became compulsory and between 2002 to 2009 when new approaches were introduced 

in the religion education arena. I found that despite various changes in form and content, the 

dominant ‘voice’ in the textbooks remained constant. It followed the ilmihal-centered 

approach that did not encourage students to learn different religions and cultures. On the 

contrary, the textbooks maintained an inherent understanding that Islam is the only true 

religion in pursuit of God. I examined specific passages in the books in order indicate some of 

the ways in which Christians and Jews have been intentionally or unintentionally 

marginalized. As for the Alevis, who were not included in the textbooks until very recently, I 

tried to show how this ‘silence’ may have impacted on Alevi experience and responses to 

religion education. In the next chapter, I turn directly to members of religious minorities, 

creating space for their own reflections on the course, as a means of lending greater ‘voice’ 

and depth to my larger arguments.  
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Listening to the voice of religious minorities 

Chapter 6 

 In this final chapter, I examine my arguments in relation to ethnographic material. 

Specifically, I integrate the expressed views of religious minorities reflecting on their 

experiences in compulsory religion education. This is an endeavor I consider to be valuable in 

two respects. First, individual stories have the power to disrupt comfortably settled meta-

narratives and as will be seen, the stories recounted in this chapter cast a shadow on the 

declared secularity of the Turkish state. Secondly, in bringing people’s experiences out into 

the open, we begin to glimpse what is at stake at both the individual and societal levels when 

educational policies are formulated with a singular or idealized notion of the ‘citizen’. 

 Given the minuscule number of religious minorities in Turkey, it is arguable that the 

incorporation of religious minorities into the existing religion education system would be 

logistically difficult and even unnecessary, as minority populations reside mainly in specific 

cities and therefore, are not dispersed across the whole of Turkey. There are some 23,000 Jews 

in Turkey.1 According to an official from the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, as of 24 March 

2007, the number of Greeks in Turkey is about 4,000.2 There are just over 60,000 Armenians 

living in Turkey.3 Taken together, these numbers constitute a rather small portion of the 

religious demography of Turkey, where approximately 99.83 percent may be described as 

Muslim.4

 However, to focus solely on numbers would be to miss the larger mentality behind 

religion education policies, which gives Sunnism priority over other beliefs. Moreover, if we 

include Alevis in our assessment, then state religion education policies lose even greater 

ground, because the number of Alevis is much higher than the combined numbers of 

Armenians, Jews or Greeks in Turkey.

   

5

                                                           
1 This, and below statistics are taken from the official website of Minority Rights Group International: World 
Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples. Minority Rights Group International. N.d. Web. 20 May 2010. 

 Although the precise number of Alevis is still a matter 

of contention, estimates range from about 10 percent to as much as 40 percent of the total 

2 “Orthodox-Christians.” World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples. Minority Rights Group 
International. N.d. Web. 20 May 2010. 
3 “Armenians.” World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples. Minority Rights Group International. 
N.d. Web. 20 May 2010. 
4 United States. Dept. of State. Turkey: International Religious Freedom Report 2008. Web. 20 May 2010. 
5 “Alevis.” World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples. Minority Rights Group International. N.d. 
Web. 20 May 2010. 
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population.6 An academic study launched in November 2006 estimates that Alevis constitute 

about 11.4 percent of the population.7

  Although it is important to view the larger demographic picture, this chapter gives 

priority to words rather than numbers. In this way, we add to our understanding of what is at 

stake and what is lost when a portion of citizens does not fit into regulating discourses of the 

‘ideal citizen’, and the policies devised according to those discourses.   

 However, the Alevi-Bektaşi Federation claims that 

there are around 25 million Alevis in Turkey, nearly 33 percent of the population. Moreover, 

unlike Jews, Armenians and Greek Orthodox, Alevis are dispersed all around the country. 

 

 6.1 Methodology 

 To pursue the ethnographic objectives of this chapter, I conducted 16 open-ended, 

semi-structured interviews with Alevis and non-Muslims who agreed to share their 

experiences with me about compulsory religion education in the Turkish education system. 

While half of the interviews was conducted with Alevis, the other half was conducted with 

non-Muslims. The interviews were anonymous and were not set at a fixed number from the 

outset of the process. It is not the objective of this thesis to produce an exhaustive quantitative 

study. However, my interviews successfully gathered together a substantive volume of 

anecdotal and qualitative evidence. This evidence has proved more than sufficient for the 

identification and analysis of a range of important themes and problems. I found my 

interviewees in two different ways. With Alevis, I emailed several Alevi online forums 

explaining my research and interviewing people in the Netherlands and Turkey. As for non-

Muslims, I contacted people by making use of my personal networks in Istanbul. By opting 

not to differentiate between various religions among non-Muslims (such as Jews, Armenians 

and Greek Orthodox), but to group them under this single heading, my rationale was two-fold. 

First, my preliminary interviews revealed that the experiences of Jews, Armenians and Greek 

Orthodox showed strong similarities that would prove difficult to disentangle, given the scope 

of this research project. Secondly, in the eyes of the state too, the identity of non-Muslims had 

generally eroded, especially in the context of religion education. Acknowledging the risk 

inherent for this kind of an analysis to reproduce official state discourse which tends to 

oversee different ethnic/religious identities of these religious groups, since part of my aim in 

this chapter is also about elucidating the state’s perspective on the three main ethnic 

minorities, I consciously avoided going into details of the particularities of each 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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ethnic/religious group and their unique relation with the religion courses. 

My main criterion for selecting non-Muslims was attendance at state or private schools 

available in the Turkish education system, rather than attendance at minority schools.8

 As for age and time period, I did not limit my field research to a fixed generation. My 

initial aim was to talk with people who were subject to the course after 1980, the year it was 

made compulsory. Although compulsory religion education (DKAB)

 This is 

due to the fact that in minority schools, students are able to study their own religions and are 

exposed to a different education system than the one I examine here.  

9 came into effect after 

the 1980 military coup, two of my interviewees had experience of the course before 1980 not 

in their lise years, but in ortaokul years.10

 In this qualitative research, my analysis of the interviews has been informed by the 

method described as ‘thematic content analysis’, adapted from Glaser and Strauss’s ‘grounded 

theory’ approach and from various works on content analysis.

 Their testimony must be seen in that context, but 

does give added historical perspective to the interview material. Therefore, I opted to include 

them in my analyses as their experience fit with the broad context of my ethnographic 

research.   

11 My aim was to produce a 

detailed and systematic recording of the themes and issues addressed in the interviews and to 

link the themes and interviews together under a comprehensive category system.12

 Since the 1990s, Alevi views have become more apparent than those of non-Muslims. 

The Alevis have established a number of organizations that put this controversial issue on 

 Needless 

to say, it is not possible to make claims regarding the experiences of all non-Muslims and 

Alevis. Instead, my intention is to identify common patterns in the local and specific 

experiences recounted to me in the interviews. In this way, the ideas and concerns of Alevis 

and non-Muslims, specifically in relation to compulsory religion education, may receive a 

wider hearing in Turkey.  

                                                           
8 The Turkish Education system divides schools into two: public or private (that are established by private 
enterprises).  
9 From here on, I use the word ‘DKAB’ (abbreviation of ‘Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi’) to mean religion 
courses. 
10 In this section, I retain the Turkish equivalent for high school that had two parts until 1997; orta consisted of 
6th, 7th, 8th and sometimes 9th grades, and the lise  lasted until 12th grade. After 1997, the orta part of high 
schools merged with primary schools (ilkokuls) that lasts for 8 years, constituting compulsory education in 
Turkey. 
11 See: Glaser, Barney G., and Anselm L. Strauss. The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative 
Research. New York: Aldine, 1967; Berg, Bruce L. Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences. New 
York: Allyn and Bacon, 1989; Babbie, Earl. The Practice of Social Research. 3rd ed. Belmot (CA): Wadsworth, 
1979. 
12 Philip Burnard, “A method of analyzing interview transcripts in qualitative research.” Nurse Education Today 
11.6 (1991), p. 461. 
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their agenda. When I started this project in 2007, there was a proliferation of newspaper 

articles about the unjust treatment that Alevi students were experiencing in these courses, both 

structurally and sometimes physically at the hands of some teachers.13 As noted in Chapter 

Four, one Alevi parent took the issue of compulsory religion education to the European Court 

of Human Rights and won his case; this legal victory received wide media coverage.14 In 

2008, following a lawsuit brought by two parents demanding that their children be exempted 

from the religion course, the State Council decided in favor of the parents and found the 

course unlawful given the actual course content.15 The AKP opposed the decision of the State 

Council, arguing that the content of the course was changed in 2002 and later in 2007, and 

that the changes made to improve the quality of the textbooks were not taken into account in 

the State Council ruling.16

Today, the quality of this inclusion is still under attack by Alevis, who interpret these 

various government acts and decisions as superficial appeasements. They continue to demand 

the abolition of the course, arguing that the state still asserts its own version of Alevism, not 

the one that is actually practiced in Turkey. It can be argued that after the 2000s, the course’s 

legitimacy was almost always discussed in regard to the Alevis and their specific demands. 

These discussions have not addressed the situation of non-Muslims, as they ‘officially’ hold 

the right to opt out of the course. 

 

This right, granted to religious minorities in 1990, has proved to be ambiguous and 

arbitrary in its application. Nonetheless, it has rendered the course justifiable by the state and 

left it relatively unchallenged by the public, especially given the minuscule numbers of non-

Muslims remaining in the country. This poses a number of problems for non-Muslims. In 

order to claim exemption, they must assert their religious identities to school governments; 

most of the time they are expected to leave their classrooms and friends during the course 

hour; finally, the pedagogical content of lessons and textbooks can also be problematic. These 

dimensions of the course, which remain largely invisible, are put into the spotlight in a book 

by Yahya Koçoğlu titled Azınlık Gençleri Anlatıyor (Minority Youth is Speaking). My own 

                                                           
13 “Alevi diye öğrencisini dövdü” [“The teacher beat his student because he was an Alevi”]. Hürriyet Gazetesi 8 
Dec. 2007;  “İçinizde Alevi var mı sorusu insan hakları ihlali sayıldı” [“The question of ‘are there any Alevi 
among you?’ is treated as a human rights breach”]. Haber Aktüel 7 Dec. 2007. 
14 Detailed information about this court case can be found at:  European Union. European Court of Human 
Rights. Case of Hasan and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey. 1448/04. 9 Oct. 2007. Web. 15 Jun 2010. See also: “Hasan 
and Eylem Zengin v. Turkey.” Netherlands Institute of Human Rights. Utrecht School of Law, n.d. Web. 
15 “Danıştay: Din Dersi hukuka aykırı” [“Councel of State: reigion courses are against the law”]. Hürriyet 
Gazetesi 4 Mar. 2008. See discussions in Chapter 4, section 4.3.2.3. 
16 Umay Aktaş, Salman. “Çelik: Zorunlu Din Dersi Mevcut Müfredatla Sürer” [“Çelik: Compulsory Religion 
Course lasts with the current curriculum”]. Radikal Gazetesi 5 Mar. 2008.  
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research project drew inspiration from Koçoğlu’s work, which consisted of 46 interviews 

conducted with non-Muslim youths about their identities and problems in Turkey.17

 

 In that 

book, I encountered a number of moving passages where individuals reflected on the 

exclusionary practices they experienced as a direct consequence of the religion courses. It was 

interesting to see that the same course, which personally did not leave any particular 

memories in me apart from being a course whose existence I took for granted just like any 

other course, in many cases could and did have different implications for people who were 

non-Muslims and Alevis. 

6.2 Findings 

 With all these discussions in mind, I present my findings under four main headings: (I) 

“The Religion Courses”, which examines the structurally different procedures encountered by 

non-Muslims in relation to these courses. These may include enforced procedures as well as 

ones that are more discriminatory and disorganized in nature. (II) “Reactions of religious 

minorities to the courses” looks at how non-Muslims experience the fact of encountering 

these different procedures in the same classroom as their Muslim classmates, how the course 

could be a potential source of stress, and finally, how they approached the course and came to 

terms with it. (III) “The experiences of students” questions the views of religious minorities 

on two important elements of the course: teachers and textbooks. (IV) “Alternative visions of 

religion education” gathers minority views of what might constitute an ideal religion 

education in Turkey and examines these views in relation to debates about secularism. 

 

(I) The Religion courses  

 

(i) Enforced religion education 

 In the official history of compulsory religion education, the assumption is that before 

1982, the courses were optional for everybody and that it was after that period that the courses 

became compulsory for all, with the exception of non-Muslims who, because of minority 

rights guaranteed by the Lausanne Treaty, were exempt from the course. However, my 

findings suggest that not only are there cases where non-Muslims were subject to religion 

education long before the 1980s in ortaokuls, but there were also cases (after 1982 and even 

today) when these exemption rights of non-Muslims have not been honored.18

                                                           
17 Yahya Koçoğlu, Azınlık Gençleri Anlatıyor [Minority Youth is Telling]. Istanbul: Metis, 2001. 

 What has 

18 Hacer Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal Gazetesi 24 
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changed is that non-Muslims in Turkey are now more assertive in demanding their rights. 

There are regular complaints to school governments as well as domestic and international 

legal proceedings, making it harder for school governments to handle this issue in an arbitrary 

manner.19

 A non-Muslim interviewee told me that during the 4

  

th and 5th

While I was in orta 1, they [teachers/school administration] made us memorize 
prayers. I tried to memorize a couple of them, but then the teacher told me that I don’t 
have to do that anymore. Despite the course being compulsory, for that one year they 
showed tolerance to me. I don’t know why. 

 grades, he learned namaz 

and sures just like everybody else. Then in 1963, he had to take the course again in orta 1 

(sixth grade). However, when he went to orta 2 (seventh grade) in 1964, they told him that he 

could no longer take the course: 

 
As will be remembered, it was after 1956 that the religion courses found themselves in 

ortaokul curricula, in an optional way. This particular interviewee was not informed in 1963 

that he had the right to opt out from the course. After 1980, this right, which had been granted 

to all people regardless of religious identity, was rescinded. It was not until 1990 that it was 

granted to non-Muslims.20 

 

 However, another interviewee who went to high-school between the years 1981 and 

1987 commented that, 

Those interviewees who attended school between 1980 and 1990 confirmed this 

practice. One informant told me that he was obliged to take these courses in the 1982 and 

1983 academic years, and fulfill all the obligations of the course, including the memorization 

of prayers, although it was obvious from his name that he was Armenian. 

I thought that I had to take all of the courses. I did not know that we had the right to be 
exempted from it [religion course]. A friend of mine told that to me later.  
 

This informant attended school in Istanbul and it is clear that in her school, it was possible for 

non-Muslims to claim exemption from the course. Nonetheless, the interview suggests that 

this right remained ambiguous and was not something everybody knew. 

 After 1990, with the Ministry of Education decree, the course was made elective for 

non-Muslims. However, in primary schools the courses remained compulsory for 4th and 5th

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Oct. 2004.  

 

graders. A Jewish informant said “the courses in the primary school were compulsory, we 

19 Adnan Avuka, “Mardin’de Süryani öğrenci zorla din dersine sokuluyor” [“Assyrian student is being forced to 
take compulsory religion course”]. Radikal Gazetesi 20 Nov. 2007. 
20 Hacer Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal Gazetesi 24 
Oct. 2004.  
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learned the life of Muhammad, hicret, mekke, medine etc.” 

 In sum, there was confusion surrounding the application of course regulations and 

possibilities for exemption, especially in the transition period between 1980 and 1990. As will 

be seen in the next section, there was lingering confusion as to how to treat non-Muslims in 

state schools, especially in relation to the exemption and how it might be put into practice. 

 

(ii) Submitting the Petition 

 As will be remembered, between the years 1982 and 1987, when the religion course 

was first made compulsory, non-Muslims were forced to take the course. It is also known that 

the Ministry received a number of letters from non-Muslims demanding an end to this 

practice. However, it was not brought to an end until 1987, with the decision of the Board of 

Education and Discipline (Talim Terbiye Kurulu).21 The same decision was repeated in a 

decree passed in 1990 and signed by the Minister of Education, Avni Akyol, the Minister of 

Culture, Namık Kemal Zeybek, the Minister of National Defense, Sefa Giray, and the 

Minister of Labor and Social Security, İmren Aykut. The decree ordered that Christians and 

Jews who were not attending minority schools would be exempt from religion courses, with 

the condition attached that their religious statuses must be documented. However, if they 

wished to attend the courses, they were to bring a petition from their parents declaring that 

wish.22

 However in 1992, contrary to what was decided in 1990, it was determined by the 

Ministry of Education that non-Islamic religions were also to be introduced in the curricular 

framework of the course. This decision was explained in the Tebliğler Dergisi, the decree that 

was sent to all schools nation-wide

 As can be seen, there was ongoing ambiguity between 1982 and 1990 about how to 

handle non-Muslims who attended state schools. 

23

During the preparation of the religion education curriculum the possibility of the 
existence of a small number of pupils who belong to Christianity, Judaism and other 
religions was taken into consideration. In line with this view, to support the national 
and general culture, commensurate with the proportion assigned to each religion, 
knowledge has been provided about Islam, Judaism, Christianity and other religions 
respectively. This knowledge will undoubtedly extend the world of the pupil's faith 
and culture and it will enable them to behave more tolerantly and sensitively 

: 

                                                           
21 “Bakanlık'tan 'seçmeli' din dersi uyarısı” [“‘Voluntary’ religion education warning of the minister”]. Zaman 
Gazetesi 28 Sept. 2007. 
22 Hacer Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal Gazetesi 24 
Oct. 2004. 
23 Tebliğler Dergisi (Communications Journal) is a biweekly journal which reports all Ministry of Education 
decisions since 1939. 
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(sympathetically) towards followers of other religions.24

 
 

Moreover, article four of the decree stated that Jewish and Christian students attending 

schools other than minority schools should not be made to recite and be taught prayers and 

topics of Kelime-i Şahadet, Kelime-i Tevhid, Besmele, Amentü, Ayet, Sure and Namaz. 

Therefore they cannot be held responsible for these topics in evaluating their academic 

performance.25

 This history shows us that there has been a procedural ambiguity as to how non-

Muslims might actually opt out of the courses and confusion persists even today. The 

procedure is so unknown, and so often left to the discretion of school governments or even to 

teachers, that there is no identifiable pattern to practices on the ground. In order to understand 

the views of non-Muslims about this ‘petition submitting’ procedure, I asked my interviewees 

what they remember of the practice. Their answers underlined the ongoing confusion: 

 Thus, this decree may be seen as an explicit conversion from the premises of 

the 1990 decree that stated that Christians and Jews were to be exempted from the course. 

Unfortunately, not much is known as to why this change was made in 1992. I would argue 

that it only increased the uncertainty surrounding the question of to how to handle non-

Muslims in religion courses. 

I think we [religious minorities in the class] did something like giving a petition, once 
when I entered to the high school and nothing further.  

 
Yes we [religious minorities in the class] did give a petition. Actually the petition was 
not present at the first day of school and they made us take the course for that one day. 
We were really angry. We did not interpret this as an anti-Semitic act though. 

 
As far as I remember, since our religion is seen from our ID cards, we were 
automatically exempt; I remember that we had to give petition if we actually wanted to 
take the course. 

 
I do not remember giving something like a petition in the beginning of the school year, 
I was exempted, I can’t remember how though. 

 
I don’t remember giving petition. My teacher knew [his identity], I was the only non-
Muslim in the classroom, he told me that I could be exempted from the course; I think 
there was some kind of a declaration from the Ministry of Education about this. He 
told this orally to me, but I said I want to take the courses anyway.  

 
Now, somebody had to tell us about this right, right? What good is it to me if I don't 
know that right? With whom should I talk about this, especially at that age? We did not 

                                                           
24 Recep Kaymakcan, “Christianity in Turkish Religious Education.” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 10.3 
(1999), p. 283. 
25 Hacer Foggo, “Çocuğa Zorunlu Ayrımcılık” [“Compulsory discrimination to the child”]. Radikal Gazetesi 24 
Oct. 2004. 
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have it at that time [referring to courage and a culture of demanding rights, etc.]. It 
might happen now, but I know if I gave a petition to the school during those days I 
would be kicked out of the school.  

 
It was the case that sometimes parents submitted the petition to school administration 
and sometimes the administration would say something about the issue. But in our 
case they did not say anything, or say that this was our right. Maybe they waited for 
our demand, or maybe it is like this: there are 100 students in the school, out of which 
only one Armenian. He can be so easily forgotten.  

 
In subsequent sections, the discriminatory aspects of procedures followed by school 

administrations and teachers, in handling petitions for exemption, will be examined in greater 

detail. Specifically, the inept management of these measures had implications for the 

psychological well-being of students.  

 

(iii) The weight of religion courses on exams, and on grade point average (GPA) 

 Before 1980, the course was taught only one hour per week. Currently, DKAB is 

offered for two hours per week, from the 4th grade until the 12th. It also has a bearing on the 

student’s GPA. As the content and assessment of the course have been relatively easy in 

comparison to subjects like math or physics, there has been an incentive to do well on this 

course in order to raise one’s GPA. Altan argues that religion teachers do not give low grades 

as a policy and that in some cases when they do so, they can be warned by school 

administrators, at the request of parents protesting that the school is not a religiously tracked 

one.26

 On this issue, some of my interviewees touched upon two points that deserve 

attention. First of all, the course was seen as a useful means to raise GPAs. According to some 

informants, this encouraged a number of non-Muslims to take the course, although this was 

not interpreted as a discriminatory practice. “It was a course that helped my grades,” said one 

Armenian interviewee, talking about her incentives for taking the course. 

 

 The other issue concerned lise entrance exams and the place of DKAB questions in 

them. Up until the 1997-1998 academic year, primary education lasted five years, after which 

everybody could take two exams, one of which was for private colleges and the other for 

Anadolu liseleri.27

                                                           
26 Özlem Altan, “Sanctifying the State: Universal Religious Education in Turkey.” Proceedings of the 
‘Constructs of Inclusion and Exclusion: Religion and Identity-Formation in Middle Eastern School Curricula’ 
conference at the Brown University Watson Institute for International Studies, Providence, 14-15 Nov. 2003. 
Web. 

 In those exams, 5 questions out of 100 multiple-choice questions came 

27 “Anadolu Liseleri” is a specific term used in Turkey to indicate public or state high schools that admit their 
students based on the Nationwide High School Entrance score. Anatolian high schools were established as 
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from DKAB. However, pupils could also answer five additional social science questions in 

lieu of the religion questions. This proved a beneficial option for those who could answer both 

sets of questions, as it allowed answers to be crosschecked. These exams put a great deal of 

pressure on children, especially those aiming to enter the best high schools in Turkey. 

Although non-Muslims were exempted from the course, the competition for places pressed 

them to learn about DKAB and how to crosscheck their answers. On this issue, I was told: 

It was our parents who made the course compulsory. Why? 5th

 

 grade was a time where 
you had to prepare very well for the entrance exams. In that exam you had questions 
about religion, not about namaz and etc. but questions about Islamic history. We had 
the right to opt out of the course but we actually took the courses and learned that stuff 
as well. 

Who would dare not to do those questions even if we were exempted from the course? 
Out of 100 questions, you had to do at least 96, let's say, to enter to Robert College.28

 
 

My daughter said ‘I can do those 5, 6 questions. This is not a reason to give up my 
own religion’. We grew up here learning to accept everything as a minority. 

 

Nowadays people take the course only to raise their GPAs, and maybe learn a religion 
that they do not want to learn at the first place. Some people work harder for other 
courses taking this into account, but is it worth it? In the exams for the entrance to the 
colleges29

 

 you have parts about religion. If you want exemption from that, you get a 
lower mark, which is why my daughter always did the religion questions. I don’t 
understand why questions about religion have to be there, that is something different, 
my religion, something that belongs to me. Why use it for to enter to the colleges, it is 
something not nice. 

It is clear that after the 1990s, the DKAB course, originally designed for Sunni Muslims, was 

adjusted in order to accommodate non-Muslims. These adjustments came in response to non-

Muslim challenges that not only questioned the course, but constituted a larger critique of the 

much-vaunted ‘secular’ character of state education. However, in the light of conflicting 

decrees, these efforts failed because there was no consistent procedure for handling the needs 

of non-Muslims. Most of the time, responses to non-Muslim needs and requests were handled 

at the discretion of school administrators who lacked a coherent set of policy guidelines. The 

end result was often unsatisfactory for non-Muslims. In relation to these uneven processes, the 

larger issue of “how” to assert one's identity through exemption was fraught and confusing. 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
alternatives to expensive private schools teaching in foreign languages. 
28 Robert College of Istanbul is one of the most selective, independent private high schools in Turkey. It accepts 
equal numbers of female and male students who have scored in the top 2% of the National Examination to 
Private High Schools. 
29 In the Turkish usage, ‘college’ (kolej) refers to established, well-known and private high schools and not to the 
university level education as it connotes in English. 
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There was an ongoing potential for discrimination embedded in all of these regulations and 

practices. Finally, the assessment of the course in the entrance exams has tended to create 

incentives for non-Muslims to study the course content of DKAB. 

 

(II) Reactions of religious minorities to the courses 

 

(i) Exposure to a different procedure in the same classroom 

 In Turkish primary schools, due to the examination system explained in the previous 

section, the curriculum of DKAB was also a concern for non-Muslims. Where non-Muslims 

wanted to sit entrance exams, the general solution was that they would remain in the 

classroom and listen to the DKAB course, rather than leave the room, as was generally the 

case in orta or lise education. If the topic was about the specific teachings of Islam, then the 

pupils found themselves in a difficult and exposed situation: 

Even in Işık Lisesi30

 

, students had to memorize prayers, except us [non-Muslims]. 
This was our difference. We studied the parts which were necessary to do the questions 
in the high school entrance exams but when our friends said those prayers out loud, we 
would sit in the classroom, wait our turn to pass, and then it [meaning the session of 
prayer telling] would finish. 

Everybody was saying prayers out loud. When it was my turn, I said ‘I don’t know’. 
My teacher then said ‘pass’. He knew I was a Christian. We [teacher and herself] both 
knew it. But, because I wasn’t exempted from the course, things like that happened. I 
was stressed out then, when I said I don’t know. 

 
In the above case, when I asked my interviewee how her classmates reacted to the teacher’s 

remark, she replied that her friends did not know she was a Christian when she went to the 

primary school and nobody asked her a specific question about this episode. She said: 

I think the teacher followed a transparent [a good, accommodating] way. He included 
me in the oral exams [prayer memorization and recitation] so acted as if I am one of 
‘them’ but then he also said ‘you can pass’. My oral exam grades were never zero. So 

                                                           
30 Işık Lisesi is known for its close affiliation with Sabbetais (Sabetaycılar) in Turkey. The school was 
established by Sabbatais in Salonica in 1885. Its original name was Fevziye Mektebi which was later changed to 
Işık Lisesi, with the approval of Atatürk on 17 December 1934. The school attracts the attention of many Jewish 
parents in Turkey today. “Sabbateanism, known in Turkish as dönme (“convert”) or Selanikli (“being from 
Salonica”), refers to the followers of Sabbatai Zwi, a Jewish rabbi from İzmir (Smyrna) who declared himself the 
messiah in the seventeenth century, initiating a messianic movement that divided the Jewish community. The 
forced conversion of Zwi to Islam under Ottoman rule resulted in the emergence of a double identity based on 
dissimulation. Of Jewish origin, Zwi’s followers maintained a Muslim identity in public and a Sabbatean identity 
in private, in their base in Salonica. Descendants of the Sabbatean community of Ottoman Salonica now live 
mostly in Turkey, in the city of Istanbul. Officially Muslim Turkish citizens, they have been ardent supporters of 
the Turkish modernity project. Yet the question of origins continues to rankle, even as the community has largely 
assimilated.” This passage is retrieved from Leyla Neyzi. See: Neyzi, Leyla. “Remembering to forget: 
Sabbateanism, national identity, and subjectivity in Turkey.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 44.1 
(Jan. 2002), p. 144. 
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that’s how I interpret his actions now. 
 
 As it will be remembered, in orta school too, non-Muslims sometimes had to take the 

DKAB courses and when that was the case, their treatment in classrooms repeated their 

primary school experiences. However, at this further stage of schooling, both the non-Muslim 

student and his friends would have greater awareness of identity differences and the meaning 

behind the statement  ‘you can pass’ regularly made by teachers.  

When I was in orta 2 or 3, I remember they [teachers/school administration] told me 
that I could opt out of the class. Then a friend of mine had a bicycle. Sometimes I 
would audit the course just out of curiosity and sometimes I would ride my friend’s 
bike. In the classes I audited while they were doing stuff  he[teacher] would not ask 
me, and pass me, this was the application... My teacher for instance would not make 
me say prayers. That bothers you too... you like it [that he doesn’t force you], but on 
the other hand you feel different from them [classmates], which is something bad. That 
is why I am for a course on religions and not for a religion course as the way it is now. 
It is not good that some people learn it thoroughly and some people don't. It is a 
procedure that accentuates your difference. You feel it and you are annoyed by it. 

 
My findings show that where religious minorities were present in DKAB classes, the 

procedure described above was often followed. This approach to treatment of religious 

minorities who attend DKAB could be seen as a form of tolerance, since they are not forced 

to recite prayers and fulfill the course obligations like Muslim students. The problem, 

however, is that it accentuates the fact that these students are ‘religiously different’. This 

problem is exacerbated by the fact that in Turkey, there is not yet a settled culture of 

respecting ‘difference’. This dual treatment of students within the same classroom is clearly 

troubling to some students, as can be seen from informants’ descriptions of the stress 

experienced at the exposure of their religious identities. Moreover, sometimes teachers chose 

far more explicit methods to mark non-Muslims in classes, by asking students to state their  

religious difference in front of other classmates. 

Our religion teacher made the opening speech, he asked, ‘Which are the ones that don't 
take the course?’ Then we, four people, raised our hands. 

 
On this same issue, one of my interviewees asserted that it was very problematic to force 

children of that age to make a religious statement. He said: 

You have to make children of age 9 or 10 make a religious statement. I am Jewish. 
Okay. But do the others [other classmates] know what that is? It might be on that very 
day that the other child learns that something called Judaism exists. 

  
To oblige people to announce their religions and beliefs is to create a conflict with what might 

be called ‘religious privacy’. The right to religious privacy is not set out explicitly in leading 
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human rights declarations, but it may be derived from the right to religious freedom in 

conjunction with the right to privacy (CCPR Art 17)31. Thus the Human Rights Committee 

(HRC) finds that “no one can be compelled to reveal his thoughts or adherence to a religion or 

belief”.32

 In this context, Moe argues that the introduction of religious school subjects, 

especially compulsory ones from which parents may wish to claim exemptions, would seem 

to compel parents and children to reveal their religious adherence or non-adherence.

  

33

 

 That is 

exactly the case in Turkey where, as my interviewee has stated so clearly, students are made 

to reveal their religious affiliation at a very young age. The next section will examine the 

ways in which the course has the potential to be a source of unease and anxiety for religious 

minorities. 

(ii) Course as a source of stress 

 Most of the interviewees were bothered by the fact that through the course, one’s 

identity is revealed in front of fellow pupils. Whether one enrolls for DKAB (as in the case of 

Alevis and non-Muslims) or only audits the course intermittently, the experience can be a 

source of stress for students. My findings indicate that especially during the teenage years, 

students want to be part of a group and any experience that places them ‘outside’ the group 

can prove difficult. This factor makes the decision not to take the course a costly one for non-

Muslims. One interviewee commented: 

I took the course in orta 1 and orta 2. After that I learned that I had the right to be 
exempt from the course. I did not want to do that [be exempted], thinking I could get 
negative reactions from my classmates and teachers... Some of my friends knew my 
identity and some didn't. I took the course from the beginning. My friends had the 
presumption that I would take it in the coming school years. During those times 
nobody would leave the classroom. What would I do? I would have to wait at the 
corridors of the school, I could not leave the school anyway, and then I would have to 
face other teachers’ questions as to why I am not in the classroom and so on, that is 
why I preferred to take the course. I was the only Christian in the classroom, because 
of that feeling that I was the only one, I did not want to leave the classroom and to 
stand out. If there was one other like me, it would have been possible, maybe, to go 
out of the classroom, but I chose to stay in the classroom and to act in concert with the 
whole class.  

                                                           
31 United Nations. UN Human Rights Committee. CCPR General Comment No. 16: Article 17 (Right to 
Privacy), The Right to Respect of Privacy, Family, Home and Correspondence, and Protection of Honour and 
Reputation. 32nd sess. 8 Apr. 1988. Web. 28 May 2010. 
32 United Nations. UN Human Rights Committee. General Comment 22, Article 18. 48th sess. 1993. 
HRI/GEN/1/Rev.1 at 35 (1994). Web. 10 May 2010. 
33 Christian Moe, “Religious Human Rights and Religion in Schools.” Proceedings of the International 
Conference ‘Religion in Schools: Problems of Pluralism in the Public Sphere,’ Kotor, Montenegro, 22-24 Apr. 
2005. PDF file. 



201 
 

  
I was told by my interviewees that when non-Muslims audited the courses, out of curiosity or 

because there was nothing else to do, they would feel anxious, as though they were intruding 

in a world where they did not belong: 

When I audited the course I would feel really tense, and anxious. I would say to 
myself, ‘What is the topic today going to be? Are people going to talk about things 
differently because of my presence?’ Or would it [her being in the class] have no affect 
at all? 

 
 Sometimes these concerns and feelings of anxiety transferred to parents, who did not 

want their children to face unpleasant confrontations with teachers or other students. I argue 

that this parental concern may be heightened by larger cultural memories of ethnic and 

religious minority experiences.  

My parents did not really like that I audited the courses once in a while, they were 
afraid that something unpleasant could happen. Like, the teacher could say something 
and then I would then feel bad and I would then talk back to him and so on. 

 
 The same arguments are valid for Alevis who, before 1980, could opt out of the course 

along with Sunnis. An Alevi interviewee told us that she opted out following a request, 

approved without difficulty, made by her father to the school government. However, on the 

first day of school, during a speech by the religion teacher, she changed her mind and decided 

to take the course: 

He [the religion teacher] said something like ‘We are living in a Muslim country, we 
are Muslims, we are all brothers and sisters, we have to learn our religion, if we don't 
do so, other people could assimilate us’... He probably said something of this sort 
about unity and stuff like that and I felt outside of that unity. Maybe it was due to my 
weakness, because I was a weak child in terms of psychology. I was not happy at all in 
the primary school. My father was a worker working abroad. He was away for those 
first 5 years. He had just returned when I enrolled to the ortaokul. I always felt 
fatherless; as the daughter of an uneducated mother in a rich neighborhood, who had 
always felt a kind of inferiority towards my teachers. I felt lacking, hurt and outcast. I 
wanted the ortaokul and lise to be a new beginning and to start everything from 
scratch. I did not want to be in that position [lonely, singled out] again. I wasn't strong 
enough. 

 
Another Alevi interviewee expressed similar sentiments: 

Religion courses started in the 4th

 

 grade. You had to memorize prayers but you did not 
ask yourself why you were doing it. This is due to the fact that you are at such an age 
that you don't want to be outcast from your circle of friends. Because you can't express 
yourself fully at those ages, the most important thing is to be in a group. 

 This problem cannot be resolved by simply opting out of the course, as the student 

must leave the classroom and spend time separated from the others, in the schoolyard or 
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canteen. Although opting out may, at first glance, seem a fairer solution, it brings its own 

problems. As my interviewees confirmed, leaving the classroom for that particular course and 

then returning for the next class was not always desirable. It tended to accentuate the 

‘otherness’ of religious minorities and again exposed students’ identities to their classmates 

and teachers, creating a divide between non-Muslims and Muslims: 

I was exempted from the course. Yet, I audited a couple of DKAB courses just because 
you had nothing to do when you leave the class. What we did then, was to sit in the 
class and listen to the teacher. Sometimes the teacher would say ‘Children today we 
are going to rehearse prayers. If you want you can go out’...He was not like forcing us 
to go outside the class but he would say like that and we would then leave. 

 
I remember that it was annoying to leave your classmates and leave the classroom. I 
remember it [that experience] like that. It felt like I couldn’t communicate with the 
things they say in the course. On the contrary, religion should be something that unites. 
Shouldn’t it be? It [the course] does its opposite. It chases you [non-Muslims] out of 
the classroom. They tell us to leave the class. They didn’t say it to us. But it was 
expected from us that we leave. We would leave [the classroom] like that. In fact, it is 
weird to go outside the classroom. At that age, you still have group psychology. 
Because of this, you feel annoyed. Although the subject matter [course content] does 
not concern you, the fact that you are excluded from it, makes you feel uncomfortable. 
Of course when we returned to class again, we didn't see our classmates gazing to us 
in a bad way because of the things they learned. We continued on from where we left 
off... But still that break or discontinuity disturbs you deep inside. 

 
Exemption made you remember your religion, identity. It reminded of me being a Jew 
in the normal course of a school day where you kind of don’t think about it at all. 

 
(iii) Acceptance or questioning of the course 

 In the case of Christians and Jews, the response to DKAB was mainly one of 

acquiescence, whereas for Alevis, the experience of the course was a bitter one. Christian and 

Jewish responses were informed by collective memory of the unfortunate historical events 

that left a mark on perceptions of identity, and on minority relations with the larger Turkish 

society. “There is no way I can do something about it, as a Christian...Who are we to change 

this system?” said one of my interviewees, clearly indicating a sense of being ‘outside’ public 

discussions about the DKAB course and how it might be improved. This was reiterated by 

another interviewee who said, “The people who are going to change this system are ‘secular’ 

Turks. This is not our problem”. Another informant showed her awareness of problems with 

the DKAB, but also some resignation in the face of those problems:  

We were born in this country. You learn to accept things in a certain way when you are 
really small. We learned that we can not speak our language out loud but can only 
speak it at our homes. We were raised like this. My grandchildren will also do this 
[speaking mother tongue at home and Turkish in public life], therefore I cannot even 
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imagine how it could be otherwise. People who had protests against religion courses 
and other issues etc. left the country. Of course it is not normal [the fact that you have 
religion courses], but you accept it, if you go to state schools you accept to do 5 or 6 
DKAB questions in the high school entrance exams or if you want to learn your own 
religion you have to go to minority schools. We accepted it. We know we can't change 
a thing. If we want to live here, we accept things in a certain way. My ancestors have 
done so, we did so, my grandchildren will do so... People who strongly oppose these 
practices have already left Turkey. 

 
 “We didn’t question the course, the worse could always happen”, stated yet another 

interviewee, indicating a widely held perception that discrimination against religious/ethnic 

minorities in Turkish social life is inevitable. The fact that the religion courses contain 

problematic elements in terms of secularism and equality is not seen as a ‘serious problem’. It 

is clear from all of these comments by interviewees, that they situate the courses in the larger 

context of Turkish minority history. 

 In sum, the general approach to the DKAB adopted by non-Muslim students has been 

to try to ‘settle’ within the existing situation. The development of a serious critique of the 

course seems to surface only at later ages, and even then, there is evidence of some 

acceptance of the course: 

I didn’t go into a questioning process. I didn’t have a critical gaze back then. I tried to 
learn my religion from my family. 

 
I took the courses for granted. We never asked why we did nothing in those times 
when they [Muslims] had their religion courses. But now I think that many 
opportunities could have been offered or created.  
 
 I had never questioned it. I am doing it now, at the age of 35. 
 
During those times, rules were rules. I accepted it [the course] and did not question it 
at all, ‘Just like the history course I have to take regardless of my liking it, I have to 
take this too’, I thought to myself. The children of those times did not know 
developing a critical gaze at things, children of today can do that better.  

 
There is a huge difference between my thoughts about the course today and when I 
was a student. If it was now, I would never take DKAB. I would say ‘Why should I 
learn stuff that is not relevant to me?’ But we were children then.  

 
We didn’t have a strong reaction to the course because the truth was we did not want 
this issue to come up that often. We thought that if the issue was brought up then we 
would be faced with questions about our identities...  

 

You were memorizing prayers from the book, this is something hard even if you are a 
Muslim. You think that it has nothing to do with you, you learn it as a course. But I am 
a Christian, you see, it [dealing with the course] is harder for me...  
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 Compared to the non-Muslim interviewees, the Alevis expressed greater anger about 

the question of whether to accept the course as it was. Much of this anger derived from the 

fact of not being able to recognize themselves as Muslims, in a course specifically designed 

for Muslims. For some Alevis, questioning the course and its content began during their 

school years. For others, it came later in life, due partly to a lack of knowledge about Alevism 

and its history. Moreover, general practices regarding assimilation in Turkish society played a 

significant role. 

The curriculum only addresses Sunnis. It is propaganda. An advertisement of Sunnism. 
If all of the content is about Sunnism then what is the purpose of the course? You 
[referring to the state] don’t recognize Alevism [as a religion] but you offer Alevis 
religion education. 

  
I questioned it all from the beginning but it [questioning] doesn’t do any good does it? 
You still have to take the course. What could you do?  

 
It was a time we played three monkeys. But when you reach the age of 16, you ask 
yourself ‘why do I live like this’? [living out her culture discreetly]. 

 
In primary school there was no questioning, there was acceptance. There was always a 
discrepancy between what we were told at the school and what dedes34

 

 told us. After 
the 1990s we [interviewee and his classmates] all became leftists, Marxists and there 
was a constant questioning of the education system, including religion courses.  

That [taking DKAB] was something I did because I was forced to. I knew it. This was 
a course I took to pass my classes. If it was elective, I am so sure that I would not have 
taken the course. The bottom line is that you have to pass your classes, even if you fail 
one, you can’t go to the next grade. You are obliged to do it. 

 
The teacher treated everybody like they were Sunnis. I had to memorize all those 
prayers because I simply had to, to be able to pass the class. I didn’t care about 
anything else. 

 
 The course served to increase the ‘assimilatory pressure’ placed on Alevi students, as 

may be seen in the statements below. There is a clear suggestion that Alevi children were 

denied full experience of Alevi culture, in some cases by members of their own families in 

order to protect them and facilitate processes of assimilation. 

During those times, Alevis were oppressed and they had a lot of fears. It was not easy 
to say you were an Alevi in Turkey. You still can't say it in specific places. I always 
knew I was different, we are Alevis, but because of the things they [his parents] had 
experienced, we were assimilated. Our parents did not encourage us [to live their 
culture explicitly], on the contrary they didn't want us to stand out. Now I hear that 
people are suing the state about compulsory religion education. You can do this now, 

                                                           
34 A dede is a socio-religious leader in the Alevi community. The institution of dede is the most important of all 
the institutions, integral to the social and religious organization of the Anatolian Alevis. 
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but back then, it was impossible. 
 

At those times we [his Alevi friends] were not aware of the level of discrimination 
against Alevis. We did not know how we were different from them [Sunnis], how they 
were different from us etc. Because you don’t know, you don’t search for elements of 
discrimination; you don’t ask why there is not more of a place for Alevis in the course. 

 
Let me put it this way. They [school administration, teachers] made us think that there 
was only one true way and that was what they taught us. They shrunk my world so 
much that I thought everybody was going to mosques, praying, doing namaz. You felt 
you were being directed towards someplace... like everybody has to go to hac, 
everybody has to know five pillars of Islam and so on. 

 
 In this section, I examined the reactions of non-Muslims and Alevis to the DKAB 

course. The first issue to emerge clearly from the interviews was the methods to which non-

Muslims were exposed when they took the DKAB courses, both in primary schools and later, 

in orta and lise schools. I found that the common way of dealing with non-Muslims during 

DKAB teaching and prayers, was simply to ‘pass’ by them in class. Although this seems to be 

a tolerant approach, it also entails a number of problems. First, it can be seen as a violation of 

the right to religious privacy. Secondly, and in direct relation to this first problem, it is 

potentially stressful for non-Muslims to be obliged to reveal their religious identities. In some 

cases, non-Muslims preferred to submit to the course rather than face myriad questions that 

would invariably be asked should they exercise their exemption rights. This was also a factor 

for Alevi students who before 1980, still held the right to exemption, along with other 

minority students. Many non-Muslims found the option to leave the classroom an undesirable 

one. I was told that it created a divide between non-Muslims and their Muslim classmates. 

This was particularly problematic during the teenage years when peer acceptance has added 

importance. Finally, given these various and complex problems inherent in the course’s 

structure, students often felt it was better to accept the course as it was. This choice was 

relatively easier for non-Muslims who saw themselves outside of the discussions and 

problems surrounding the course. Alevis, on the other hand, experienced greater difficulties in 

accepting and abiding by the regulations of the course, although here too, some students opted 

for silent acceptance of the assimilatory policies of the state. 

 

(III) Experiences of students 

 

(i) Teachers 

 Besides the textbooks, which provide the formal content of a course, the quality of 



206 
 

teaching is hugely important to students’ cognitive, affective, and behavioral experiences and 

educational outcomes. In Turkey, the profession of teaching is highly respected and there are 

numerous expressions in Turkish that reinforce the elevated status of teachers. One well-

known saying, still used by parents when they enroll their children at primary school, is as 

follows: “His flesh belongs to you, his bones belongs to me” (eti senin kemiği benim in 

Turkish). This is a figurative expression meaning that parents give full authority to the teacher 

to make the child work hard and if necessary, punish him severely. I argue that in Turkey, this 

frequently exaggerated submission to teachers is a legacy of the hoca understanding of the 

Ottoman period. Traditionally, the term hoca has been used to describe teachers and religious 

leaders, with both roles seen to be occupied by “knowing men”. In Ottoman times, when the 

level of literacy was very low, hocas were exalted and treated with significant respect, 

formality and fear. In modern Turkey, an exaggerated reverence for teachers lingers. It is my 

contention that this reverence sometimes gives teachers too much immunity from criticism. 

Moreover, it reinforces the asymmetrical relation between teacher as source of knowledge and 

students as mere recipients of knowledge, a situation now increasingly challenged and 

criticized by new pedagogical approaches.  

 My interview material provides strong evidence that teachers’ attitudes to children 

impact upon how children interpret the material covered by the textbooks. The attitudes and 

actions of teachers are directly implicated in whether the religion course is a positive or 

negative experience for students. I open here with quotes reflecting some of the more negative 

experiences of teachers, as described by my informants. 

 The first statement comes from a Christian who went to one of the well-known 

Anadolu lisesi (for girls only) in Istanbul. Here we are presented with a teacher who did not 

hesitate to offend a Christian student:  

Once I said, ‘Let me audit the course once and see what the course is about, what 
Islam is about’. We had this horrible teacher, the worst in the history of our school. I 
got permission to come to class. At that particular course, he started talking about how 
unlike Muslims, Christians were going to go to hell and stuff like that, although the 
topic of the day was totally different. To tell the truth, I had a lot of fun. Because I was 
supported in my life through various other channels, my psychology wasn't affected. 
But if you think about it thoroughly, it is an age where you could possibly be affected. 
We were 8 people of minorities in the class. Even my friend with a headscarf started 
laughing at the teacher's remarks... But think, you show an attempt to audit the course, 
to listen it and at that age somebody is telling you that you are going to go to hell if 
you do not choose Islam. This is really something bad. 

 
 The second statement is by an Alevi who went to school in Antakya, a city known for 

its multi-cultural population. His student years took place before 1980, but he was still forced 
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to take the class. In this case, the teacher’s discrimination against Alevis is more subtle, yet no 

less damaging in the eyes of the student: 

Half of the class was composed of Alevis and the other half was Sunnis. Among 
ourselves [classmates] we [Alevis] didn’t experience fanaticism. We were friends with 
everybody. However, our religion teacher was a really disciplined man. That was what 
we thought [that he was a tough teacher to everybody]. When everybody got their 
grades, we realized that he was not disciplined, but he was just discriminating. How 
was it [his discrimination]? Let me tell you. He would implicate stuff in the class, but 
we wouldn’t get them all, because we didn’t have prejudices. Let me give you an 
example of how he did it. He would say ‘Where are you from, from which 
neighborhood? Do you know Arabic? Do you go to mosques? Do you practice namaz? 
Do you go to hac?’ which in fact he knew well that we didn’t [the Alevis in the 
classroom]. [All these are] Questions which latently humiliates you, but of course I 
realized it afterwards. When I got a really low grade, like 2 or something, I understood 
it. I got a 2 in my report card. One time he said I will give 10 to students who can 
demonstrate namaz in the classroom. My father read Koran and he knew how to do 
namaz. He taught me everything he knew. We were only two people in the class who 
said we can do it. Remember you have lots of sures, you have to know all of them, say 
them consequently and do the moves. So two of us were courageous enough to do it in 
front of the whole class. The other girl got 8 or 9 and I got 2. But I had done it without 
any problems when my father was around. I returned to house on that day. My father 
was really anxious, because it was the only time he helped me with my courses... 
because he couldn’t help me with my other courses. He did not even graduate from 
primary school. I came home, he was excited. He said ‘Son, what happened?’ and I 
said ‘Daddy, I got 2’. He said ‘How come?’ and I said ‘I don’t know’. He said ‘Come 
and show it to me’. Then I did it and he said ‘You did it well’. I said ‘I don’t know’, I 
asked him if I pronounced the prayers wrongly or did the movements wrong. ‘No he 
said, ‘You did it all well’. That’s it. That was how I met with religion teachers. My dad 
was furious afterwards. Later on, [the next academic year] it was not compulsory and I 
didn’t take it at all. There was a general impression at those times, whatever you did in 
religion course [as an Alevi], you couldn’t pass, because discrimination had reached its 
maximum. There were not many [among Alevis] who could pass the course, maybe 
yes, [there were some] but they got the minimal grade...you would get 5 out of 10... 
After that incidence we didn’t look back.35

 
 

The third account comes from an Alevi woman. Here we see the subtle, yet palpable power of 

teachers over children.  

Our teacher made the opening speech. He was religion teacher. In front of the whole 
class he asked ‘Who is not participating in the class?’. Then we raised our hands. The 
general application is that students who didn’t take the course spent time in the school 
garden. My school was an all-girl school. What do you do [during those hours]? You 
don’t do anything in those hours. I looked and saw only 4 people like me. Now I know 
that one of them was Armenian, her name was Selin [can also be a Muslim name], but 
I know now very well that she was an Armenian, the other was also Armenian, the 
other was Muslim and one was me. The teacher made such a speech that... It wasn’t 
really hard, but he spoke in such a way, that you felt excluded from a group... like you 

                                                           
35 In the Turkish grading system from 0 to 10, 9 and 10 is equivalent to ‘A’ in US sytem, 7-8 to ‘B’, 5-6 to ‘C’ 
and below grades to a ‘F’. 
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felt like an ‘other’... I felt unhappy you know, I didn’t like that position. The teacher 
then told us that we could change our minds in one week’s time. I came home and told 
this to my mother. I said to her that I didn’t feel good at all because of this situation. 
My mother is illiterate. She didn’t want me to feel that way, excluded and oppressed. It 
was also the time when leftists and rightists were fighting with each other. She didn’t 
want me to stand out. She gave me the money right away and I participated in the 
course without my father’s consent. It turned out it was only me who did this among 
the four people. The next year, the course became compulsory and because these three 
friends of mine did not take it from the beginning they held their rights not to take it in 
the remaining lise years, where as I lost it and had to take it for all years. 

 
Another incident indicates the ways in which children might be pressured in terms of the 

decision to enroll in the course: 

Because I was an Armenian who actually wanted to take the course, he [religion 
teacher] told me if I took the course I would have to do all of the things Muslims do. 
So at first he was not keen on the fact that I took it. But later the same teacher harassed 
my brother who didn’t take the course in the school corridors, by saying things like 
‘Your sister is taking it, why don’t you take it’ and so on. This is not the right 
approach. Every child is different, so since I took it, it didn’t mean he [my brother] 
would take it too. 

 
Indeed, there were a number of positive statements about the role of teachers in making the 

course a good experience for minority students. 

We had an Alevi teacher. He would say ‘Children, I have to teach you this stuff’. 
When he said it like this, we were very understanding towards him. He would say 
‘Otherwise I would be in trouble’. When we were approached like this we were also 
positive towards teachers. 

 
I was really lucky with my religion teacher. He didn’t force us to do anything. He 
didn’t put pressure on us. 

 
The fact that I took the courses as a Jew made my religion teacher happy. He was a 
modern man. He was actually an engineer. He said he wanted to be a religion teacher 
because he wanted to teach it the right way. He would ask my opinions in class. He 
would ask about our culture and our practices. He was happy to see me in class 
because he asked my opinions. Sometimes when we were talking about morality, he 
would ask ‘How do you approach this topic?’. He had a very gentle approach. He was 
like somebody from my family who made you see the right path. 

 
We had a really nice religion teacher. He was like a friend to us. He had a totally 
different approach. He was himself from Erzincan. He knew where we came from, that 
we were Alevis. He would advise us to see this [the course] as a compulsory thing. In 
this regard, we had to learn stuff from textbooks such as prayers, suras, five pillars of 
Islam, Islamic wars etc. Of course it created uneasiness, but he wouldn’t put pressure 
to us. He would say, ‘Children you’re going to have an oral exam please understand 
me.’ He would say this to us...but not when our Sunni friends were there...he would 
say it to us [Alevi children] in groups. We as Alevi children, 5 or 6 people, would hang 
around. When he found an opportunity, he would say ‘Children prepare well for the 
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exams. It is enough if you memorize short prayers.’ His approach was really good. 
 

I remember one teacher. In that particular class, girls had something else to do, like a 
choir or something like that. The teacher said to me, ‘Stay in the classroom. We will 
talk about manly stuff, you might also need it’. One another time, when the topic was 
Judaism he especially wanted me to stay in the class.  

 
We were two Christians in the class, others were Jewish. I audited the course once 
because I was curious. We had really different religion teachers. Some of them were 
really religious. But we had a really good teacher. He would actually say ‘the course 
should not only talk about Islam. If you [Christians and Jews in the class] want, I can 
also teach you Christianity or Judaism as a separate class. He was an intellectual but 
he left the school in the next year.   

 

(ia) Challenging the teacher 

 In Turkey, before and during the 1980s, it was considered acceptable for teachers to 

beat children as a means of maintaining authority in the class.36 Sümer and Aydın argue that 

the use of corporal punishment in schools had its roots in the Ottoman period, when falaka 

(striking children’s feet with a rod) had long been part of formal education.37 In contemporary 

Turkey, the practice continues although it has become much more costly for teachers.38

Our religion teacher was a graduate of İlahiyat, he also did wrestling sports, he was 
known for his great slaps on the face. When he slapped, you would feel dizzy. 

 All of 

the interviewees confirmed the practice of physical violence in their classrooms, whether as 

recipients or witnesses of that violence. Religion teachers also beat students, however 

contradictory that may seem. One interviewee told me that his religion teacher beat him and 

that this teacher was a very harsh man. Another interviewee gave a detailed account of the 

methods used by his religion teacher: 

 
Given instances like this, for many it was impossible to challenge the teacher or enter into 

discussion with him. During the 1980s in particular, when the military was in charge of the 

country, teachers held enormous power.  There were exceptions to this, related to the political 

climate of the region in question, or to the culture of the school. My findings showed that 

challenges only occurred in particular situations. One of the Alevis I interviewed, a Kurd, had 

                                                           
36 Dilek Gözütok, Oğuz Er, and Cem Karacaoğlu. Okulda Dayak: 1992 ve 2006 Yılları Karşılaştırması I [Student 
Beating at Schools: A Comparison of the years 1992 and 2006 I]. Online Library of Eğitim-Sen, 2006. PDF file. 
37 Zeynep Hatipoğlu Sümer & Gül Aydın, Incidence of violence in Turkish schools: A review, International 
Journal for the Advancement of Counselling, 21:335-347,1999, Kluwer Academic Publishers pp. 336-339 
retrieved from <inhttp://www.springerlink.com/content/p34m36055r221577/fulltext.pdf> on 15-05-2010. 
38 For a good summary of Zeynep Hatipoğlu Sümer & Gul Aydın, see ‘Incidence of violence in Turkish schools: 
A review’, International Journal for the Advancement of Counseling, 21:335-347,1999, Kluwer Academic 
Publishers , p 336-339 retrieved from <inhttp://www.springerlink.com/content/p34m36055r221577/fulltext.pdf> 
on 15-05-2010. 
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spent his years at lise when Kurdish separatist groups were agitating in Alevi Kurdish cities. 

This, according to him, took the pressure of teachers on them, intimidating their Sunni 

teachers in great extent. He said that during that period, it was possible to initiate discussions 

and assert their Alevi identities in class: 

Something that we [as students] developed in lise, is that nobody would call Caliph 
Ömer, Hz. [In religion textbooks the letters Hz., the abbreviation of the word ‘Hazreti’ 
is put to show respect to religious leaders] This includes the Prophet Muhammad too. 
Our teacher would get angry. But then we would tell what has been done to Ali, and 
Hüseyin... Another religion teacher would tell an anecdote where Ömer shares his 
camel with his slave in the desert. It was an anecdote to show the kindness of Ömer 
towards people. I would then ask, ‘Why does he have a slave in the first place?’ 
Another time we would discuss houris in the heaven, I would ask questions like if 
houris would look like Cindy Crawford and so on. Then he would get angry at me, 
saying that is beyond my conceptualization. 
 

It was also more possible to challenge teachers in particular geographical locations. The 

incident related below took place in a wealthy neighborhood in Istanbul, where it was unlikely 

that a teacher would beat his students. 

One time, teacher told us about the haram-ness of pork. I told it to my mother, she said 
to ask him about chickens as they eat all dirty staff as well. The next day, I asked this 
to my teacher, ‘Why isn’t chicken haram, he eats dirty things too?’. He told me to sit 
down and said there are things I don’t know. Later I learned that there is something 
about pigs sharing their spouses and that is why...I was like this, when I found the 
opportunity I wanted to debate these things... 

 
It is arguable that the quality of the teacher-student relationship, along with the democratic 

climate of a classroom, may be measured by whether students feel empowered to ask 

questions and open discussions in class, regardless of the course content. My findings showed 

that for non-Muslim and Alevi students, there was little evidence of such empowerment. The 

teacher was more or less omnipotent in the classroom, and this tended to silence children and 

stifle critical questioning of the course. For non-Muslims and Alevis especially, there was a 

feeling of ‘othering’ or invisibility that reduced the possibility of creating a genuinely 

democratic classroom environment.  

 

(ii)Textbooks  

 Bourdieu and Passeron argue that pedagogical work has the function of making 

dominated groups internalize values that serve the interests of dominant groups.39

                                                           
39 Passeron, Jean Claude, and Bourdieu, Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Sulture. London: 
Sage, 1977, p. 40-41. 

 My 

interviewees seemed to acknowledge the ideological role of DKAB texts in reflecting official 
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state discourses about religion. Having examined the complex role played by teachers in 

religion education, it is also necessary to recognize the importance of textbooks. Indeed, the 

wide range of perspectives and attitudes displayed by teachers serves to underline the decisive 

role of the textbooks in fixing course content as a constant in all classrooms.  

 Altan argues that since religion teachers are generally from religious track İmam-hatip 

high schools, to which generally students from lower and lower middle class families go, and 

also because many of these schools have a reputation for their students’ noteworthy success in 

university exams, in many instances the educational background of these teachers, mingled 

with their socioeconomic status can be readily distinguished by the students.40

 She argues that the discrepancy between students' perceptions of their teachers’ 

attitudes and the characteristics of the general curriculum creates a resistance. In other words, 

religion teachers become the internal ‘others’. The more the students feel the teacher is 

contradicting their initial socializations, or that he is not capable of answering their questions 

the more likely they are to dismiss what they have to say as nonsensical bigoted and so on. 

Altan found that this contrasted considerably with the actual content of the textbooks. In a 

sense, the material in the textbooks was unexpectedly reinforced by what the teachers said or 

chose not to say. As a result, resistance in religion classes is highly subtle and complex. 

Student indifference or resistance may be directed toward the religion teacher whose personal 

background and characteristics mark him/her as a clear ‘other’. In this process, the larger 

context in which the state creates an official Islamic knowledge imbued with nationalism is 

left relatively unquestioned. Students simply differentiate between the written word in the text 

and the teacher’s departures from that text. Hence the course appears to offer competing 

versions of the truth rather than a systematically established ‘knowledge’. In this context, the 

students’ perception of the teacher as other has the potential to steer classroom resistance 

towards a reproduction of official knowledge. 

 The students 

do not share the same settings; and they do not see their future in the teacher standing before 

them. In this respect, Altan argues that students are inclined to distance themselves from these 

teachers, dismissing what they have to say in class. 

 I think that Altan’s analysis is worth mentioning here, because I believe it holds true 

for Muslims who take these courses, and may also have implications for non-Muslims and 
                                                           
40 Özlem Altan, “Sanctifying the State: Universal Religious Education in Turkey.” Proceedings of the 
‘Constructs of Inclusion and Exclusion: Religion and Identity-Formation in Middle Eastern School Curricula’ 
conference at the Brown University Watson Institute for International Studies, Providence, 14-15 Nov. 2003. 
Web. This point has also been made by Kaymakcan. For a more thorough information, see : Kaymakcan, Recep. 
Öğretmenlerine gore Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi Dersleri [Religion Culture and Morals Course according to its 
Teachers].Istanbul: DEM, 2009, pp. 13-14. 
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Alevis. By directing their critical attention to the teachers rather than the textbooks, Muslim 

students (unknowingly) adhere to, and reproduce the existing official discourses about Islam, 

thereby contributing to the further marginalization of Alevis and other religious minorities.  

 My findings showed that for Alevis and other religious minorities, it was important to 

find traces of their culture in the textbooks. For example, one interviewee emphasized how 

good it felt to hear the name of “Ali” in the school context and to have his family teachings 

confirmed:  

I only remember that we had to learn those prayers, and also to know their Turkish 
meanings. In terms of Alevism, there was nothing. One thing I remember was that the 
name of Ali passed in the textbook, which had made me happy. I said to myself ‘What 
we've been told [fromfamily and from dedes] is correct, Ali exists’. 
 

Another Alevi interviewee told me that he liked those parts of the textbooks that related 

stories about various prophets, something he found similar to the Alevi oral culture to which 

he was accustomed. Thus again, where students are able to recognize their own culture and 

experience in the textbook material, the course works better for them: 

The only thing I remember from textbooks is that they were really boring. There was 
nothing about Alevism in it. It had little information about Christianity...What I liked 
most in the textbooks were stories about lives of the caliphs and prophets. I am a 
person who was raised in a culture where orality was really important. Life stories are 
an established culture. Epitomes (kıssas) are always told in our culture... What I liked 
was these stories but the rest was boring, all these memorization of prayers, how to 
take abdest... 

  
Some Alevis were clearly offended by the lack of reference to Alevi culture and beliefs: 

There was nothing about Alevism aside from the information that said Ali was the 4th

 

 
caliph. 

As far as I remember concept of morality was based on Koranic interpretation of 
morality, based on Sunnism, and everything was about Mohammad and his 
personality. It was like if you like him, your morality would be high. Lots of prayers, 
how to do namaz, the five pillars of Islam, farz, sünnets and so on...No mention of 
even just the name Alevism... Teaching of Sunni Islam. 

 
In the case of non-Muslims, again there was evidence of acceptance, even resignation, in 

relation to the textbook material: 

I always took a glance at the textbooks, even when I was in primary school. In orta 
school I remember that the textbook said that the Old Testament had gone under lots of 
changes, and there were justified doubts about the testament being different from the 
one God had offered to Moses. 

 
I asked this interviewee if he was bothered by this remark. He replied, 

I am very familiar to the context. If you want to tell something about Judaism that is 



213 
 

one paragraph long, and if you put this sentence at the beginning, that means...I am 
really familiar with anti-Semitic texts, therefore I wasn't bothered by that. I was like 
‘Did they tell it because of this, or that, what are their arguments, do they take Talmud 
as a reference point or that?’. It just created a curiosity in me, that's it...It sounded soft 
to me. [meaning he was used to anti-Semitic texts and that this implication in the 
paragraph wasn’t that biased compared to them] 

 
It is evident from the interviews that, just like attitudes to the courses in general, the textbooks 

were met with broad acceptance. Non-Muslims were aware that the course addressed Muslims 

only and this awareness brought silent acceptance: 

I see textbooks as textbooks that teach Islam. There is the historical development of 
Islam, Islamic ways etcetera. 

  
Information about all religions was offered but the space allocated to them was rather 
small. If Islam took 10 pages, Christianity or Buddhism took 1. When telling those 
religions other than Islam, there was no depth. Just the very known factual 
information. 

 
(iii) Victims of the course 

 My findings showed that there was a consensus among non-Muslims and Alevis that 

Alevis were the major victims of the DKAB, since they did not have the exemption right, or 

their own schools. However, we should not underestimate the course’s effects on non-

Muslims. The words of an Armenian interviewee provide a snapshot of the distortions of 

minority identities carried in the structure and content of the course. She told me,  

I thought I was the only 'other' when I was a student, as if everybody was the same and 
I was the only outcast. I can't decide on or say who has been the biggest victim. 

 
As the course does not accommodate any culture other than Sunni-Islamic culture, anybody 

who falls outside that culture may feel victimized by classroom experience. This isolation of 

minority students, Alevis in particular, should not be underestimated.  

My Alevi friends suffer from the course the most. They can't accept things like we do. 
 

I think the victims of the course are Seculars, Alevis, Christians. This is [information 
in the religion courses] something put into people’s brains by force. 

 
It was Alevis [the victims] from that particular teacher. Their [teachers’] points of 
departures was really bad. You knew from the start that you couldn’t get an 8 or 10 
from that teacher even if you excel. At best, you could get a passing grade. Because it 
is written on your forehead, [that] you are an Alevi. There was a common perception. 
[It was that] Alevis don’t go to mosques. And if they don’t go to mosques they don’t 
do namaz, they [thus the children] can’t learn namaz either. They [Alevis] don’t know 
[Islam]. They [Alevis] are Muslims but have nothing to do with Islam. They [the 
teachers] had an approach like this. Our grades were already given. 
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Because I am an Alevi, I see myself as the biggest victim but certainly besides Alevis, 
you have hundreds of other people who believe in different things. They have also 
been treated unjustly. Especially in south-east of Turkey, you have a mixture of beliefs 
and religions. People living there are victimized at least as I was because if they see 
that course like I do, then they can't also find themselves in that [course]. There is a 
system imposed on them and when they can't see themselves they are of course being 
victims. 

 
I think Sunnis are also victims of the course. Alevis are victims as always, but Sunnis 
are too. If you force something on people, impose your opinions on them, teach it 
[Islam] in your own way, especially when they are young; then you come to Turkey’s 
current situation, the initial aim was this. 

 
At least we have our minority schools, despite their problematic situation, we do have 
them. But Alevis don’t have them. There are millions of Alevis, I think they are the 
biggest victims. 

 
 Teachers and textbooks are the major elements that define classroom experience for 

students. In this section, I have tried to show the extent of the influence of teachers on 

students by including the good and bad experiences recounted by the interviewees. 

Specifically, I have suggested the ways in which these experiences impacted on their views of 

the DKAB course as a whole. My findings showed that the teacher’s authority made 

resistance difficult, even where there was clear evidence of classroom discrimination against 

minority students. Put simply, the classroom was not a democratic environment. Textbooks 

provided the source of ‘official knowledge’ and as such, clearly addressed Sunnis and ignored 

Alevis. Non-Muslims and Alevis alike tend to see the Alevis as the main victims of the 

course. Indeed, discrimination against Alevis may be exacerbated by the fact that the course is 

‘supposed’ to address them too, but singularly fails to do so. 

 

(IV) Alternative Visions of Religion Education  

 In this final section, my main aim has been to clarify whether religious minorities 

believed religion education to be compatible with secularism in Turkey. In addition, I sought 

views of what kind of religion education might be more appropriate or indeed, what their 

ideal religion education might be. Finally, I asked whether they believed religion education 

should exist at all.   

 A couple of interviewees argued fervently that religion courses, especially as designed, 

were not compatible with Turkish secularism. An Alevi interviewee, who favored removing 

the courses from schools, legitimized his view by pointing out the existence of İmam Hatip 

Liseleri, institutions that already offer religious education:  
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I think religion courses should not exist. If you have İmam Hatip Liseleri (IHLS) 
[religious tracked schools], and they have to exist too, and you go to a common lise, 
then the courses should not exist there. You call it a secular country and then also 
engulf religion into your curricula. And moreover you only teach it in a particular way. 
What this does is it consciously extinguishes other belief systems. Definitely they [the 
religion courses] should not exist. Elective courses should not be an option in common 
lises. If you have IHLS, then people who want to learn thoroughly about religion can 
go there. If you did not have IHLS, I would have said that the courses could be 
elective, but if you have schools like them [IHLS] that offer religion education than 
DKAB should not exist. 

 
The same concern was reiterated by a Jewish interviewee, who believed that religion had no 

place in the formal education system: 

If there is a single atheist student in classroom, he has to hold the right not to go into 
that class. To think about one atheist student and his parents, I believe that these 
courses should not exist. We are living in Turkey. If there is a claim that Turkey is an 
Islamic country, then we should know it, but such a thing doesn’t exist. Ideally a 
course like this should not exist. 

 
There were many other interviewees who also argued that the course was not compatible with 

Turkish secularism. However, most of interviewees who belonged to this group thought that 

this incompatibility stemmed not from the form of the course, but from its content. They 

believed that secularism of the state did not necessarily mean absence of religion but that it 

required neutrality towards it. In the same vein, they argued that in the context of religion 

education, courses were incompatible with secularism since it imposed one belief, Sunnism, 

over the others. 

I think that the religion education in Turkey, content-wise speaking, is not compatible 
with secularism because Turkey is, in its name, not a religious country. Islam is not 
one of its founding principles. Of course as every other nation, it [the state] can raise 
children in accordance with its national aims but religion is not one of those 
components in Turkey. Therefore I don't think it holds a right to impose any religion 
on a student. 

  
First of all I think that religion course should not mean a course on Islam. I think 
everybody should take this course if the name of the course is DKAB...I think we 
[non-Muslims] should have been included in the course too, for instance seeing how 
different religions approach the same topic in a comparative manner, at least the bigger 
religions I mean... 

 
It totally depends on the content of the course. I don't know exactly the content of the 
course, therefore my comments might not be a hundred percent correct but I think it is 
not logical to have this course if the course only talks about one religion in particular 
where you have to memorize prayers. From my friends, I know that textbooks talk 
about ethics based on a Koranic understanding of it.  

 
We have to come to the year 2010. Why would only one religion be offered? I now 
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know that, people in power knew what they were aiming at with these courses. I know 
that all these [refers to assimilatory policies in other social realms too] are efforts to 
push people in one direction only, and now they are collecting the fruits of it. Their 
aim was this; to assimilate everybody. I have many Sunni friends. Can I abandon 
them? No, of course not. I can’t do it due to my philosophy and culture and religion, 
but let me know my religion [Alevism] too. Let everybody learn theirs and also 
others', so that our world enlarges... You can do it [this kind of an education where 
people learn freely their religion] in the school. What are you afraid of? 

 
Some of my interviewees argued that courses forced students to expose their identities in the 

classroom and that this exacerbated their minority status and treatment. For this reason, these 

informants argued that religion education should be conducted through the various religious 

communities. As I outlined in the previous chapters, this was an idea that came up regularly in 

the interviews. 

There should be no coercion in religion. I think religious matters should be strictly 
differentiated from the state affairs. Thus, religion courses should not be a burden in 
school life. I think there should not even be a religion section in our ID cards. If I have 
to prove my Christianity I should do so by showing them my certificate of baptism but 
it should not be written on my card. This is how I think, but this is not how it has been 
since I was born. I think religion courses in formal education system should not exist. 
Everybody should get education from their families. If my children want to learn about 
Christianity I should manage to provide it through our churches etcetera. This should 
not affect his/her grades. That is why I think religion could well be learned through 
one’s mosque, synagogue, church or immediate surroundings. 

 
The state should not have a religion. The Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA) 
belongs to Sunnis in Turkey. It shouldn’t be like that. I cannot say that it [DRA] should 
cease to exist but it should be able organize Alevis, Sunnis, Christians, everybody; or 
the DRA should leave all of this to religious institutions, so that state does not have a 
relation with religion. Why would the religion of state be Sunnism. I am also a citizen, 
but it tells me I am an Armenian and sees me like an ‘other’. The state does not do 
anything for me, it doesn't support my school, my church, why is this? If I did not have 
minority schools there would be nothing the state does for me. What minority? I am 
also a citizen. You are in the 21st

 

 century but you are supporting one type of citizen 
and not the others. 

It is of course impossible to take religion out of social life. That means that social life 
encompasses religion, therefore it means that in societies there are institutions where 
information about religion is offered. People can go and pursue education in 
institutions; the right of the parents to raise their children in accordance with their 
beliefs and convictions should not be breached either. But I think existence of religion 
courses in either elective or compulsory format is not something compatible with 
secularism. I was lucky, as a Jew I did not have any problems in my schools, but I 
could have well had problems. It is not appropriate to force children to make a 
religious statement at the age of 9 or 10, at an age where children have not met with 
the concept of religion. 

 
A non-Muslim interviewee agreed that institutions related to different religions could handle 
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religious education, although she had hesitations as to how to prevent any further 

encroachment on the secular state. For another interviewee, this was not an option, as he felt 

strongly that it would prove impossible to monitor educational institutions that operated 

beyond the reach of the Ministry of National Education.  

I would really support an ethics, morality course because sometimes you have to get 
that sort of an education when you are young. Therefore maybe institutions should 
take care of this, yet they have to have some kind of a license to do it. 

 
I don’t think institutions can do it, if you leave this to them, then we know how they 
operate in Turkey, they do all sort of other things, so I think these courses should better 
be organized through Ministry of National Education instead of religious institutions 
and cemaats. 

 
A couple of interviewees favored elective religion courses, although they emphasized that this 

option would need to overcome the peer pressure that has been prevalent in the system thus 

far, making it personally difficult for students to elect such courses. These concerns were 

based mainly on their own experiences of the course in the past. Therefore they argued that 

any system of elective courses must be carefully organized and monitored. 

As far as I know religion is something very personal. Everybody should be free [as to 
learn it or not to learn it]. There are institutions, books, internet, etc [that people could 
learn their religions from]. Okay, Turkey is a country where most of the population is 
Muslim, the course can be offered too. But it should be completely elective. But this 
electiveness should not remain on the paper it should be genuinely implemented and 
abided. Because I know that if a Muslim child does not take the course, although the 
course is elective then he will get lower grades in other courses because of the 
prejudice against him. They will say to him, ‘What kind of a Muslim are you?’. Their 
view of him will change in a bad way and the child will feel upset. Then he will say, 
‘Whatever, I’d better take it and not face this’... 

 
It should not exist but a course on world religions in a history course format can be 
given, not a one that imposes one religion over others. If you render it elective than 
you know how peer pressure works in Turkey. It would be wrong to expect that kind of 
a stance [a stance against peer pressure] from a small child, it is the parents who will 
decide on this. We can’t stand peer pressure, I don’t know, if Alevis are going to 
challenge it, or lesbians or homosexuals, or anybody that is beyond ‘standard’, with 
the help of these groups, it can be challenged. I think we should challenge and propose 
religion courses as they exist now, because how the course is applied is at the 
discretion of teacher, school, the district that the child lives in. 

 
Several interviewees elaborated on their vision of an elective course. There was a strong 

desire for a course that provided a general introduction to world religions. They also talked 

about the important role of education in promoting tolerance; specifically there was hope that 

social prejudice against non-Muslims and Alevis might be overcome. Another common theme 

was ethics, seen as something that might be included in a newly designed course. The Turkish 
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saying “Agaç yaşken eğilir” [a tree can only bend when it is young] was uttered repeatedly to 

underline the importance of early learning with regard to moral education. 

If I listen to the course on Islam with my 29 classmates, because I am curious about it, 
the same people should also listen to Christianity. Or, if he doesn’t want to [listen it], 
of course he doesn’t but at least he knows that there is somebody offering information 
about it in the school environment. Up to 10 or 15 years ago people were afraid of the 
term Christian, they were curious about what it entailed. What is an Armenian? There 
are many people who do not know about it. Therefore it would be good to know that in 
schools they can learn about it. I mean for brotherhood, for everybody in the class. It 
should not be the case that only I get to learn about Islam and the vice versa does not 
happen. They should also have the choice to learn about Christianity. Therefore I don’t 
think it’s unnecessary. For instance I don’t know much about Judaism. But I regret it, I 
wish it was told, it doesn’t concern me or is relevant to me in the first place but still I 
wish I knew, I wish I knew about Buddhism too. 

 
Ideal religion course should focus on the commonalities between religion instead of 
making discrimination based on religion. If you live in a country with a mosaic of 
people, maybe it would be more beneficial to teach common history of all of these 
cultures emphasizing their moral values. Not everybody gets religion education in 
their families, you have very conservative ones and also modern ones. Maybe in order 
to direct everybody towards being a good human being, it is good that a balance could 
be found, and then to write a textbook accordingly. 

 
I think that this textbook should be close to every religion, otherwise you could also 
call the book a book on Islam. I think everybody should find something of themselves 
in it. 

 
I think the book should talk about every religion, I’m not against the fact that Islam 
takes more place than any other religion in the book or that you have prayers in them, 
we are living in a country where Islam is the main religion. However, I think more 
space could have been allocated to other religion. 

 
Courses should be given with the outmost care not to inject and enforce one religion to 
students, it should be a course that talks about every religion, Why now should I learn 
about Christianity at the age of 25. They should tell us that as they tell us which 
societies live in which places. I don’t want an Alevi course either, let them teach every 
religion, Buddhism etcetera... Let people take good sides of every religion and let the 
ones that they do not like leave. 

 
I think it should remain elective, if students want to learn it, they learn it, and if don’t, 
they don’t. I know this. For instance, do Muslim students develop bad feelings towards 
Christians or Alevis? I don't know, I think that the content should be like a general 
culture, telling religions in a comparative manner. I think school is the right place to 
do it but I don’t know how the state is managing that in a right way. 

 
If it is to exist then I would want something that covers all religions, since religion is 
such a personal thing, I think that it would be better to have something very general 
about religions. There is no reason to have a detailed account of religions. School is 
not the right place for it, something like world religions, but that too compatible with 
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school curricula. 
  

In terms of religion courses, it should be religion knowledge. It should not teach me 
ezan but contain something of a morality course; it should not teach me namaz or the 
life of Muhammed. What is religion in terms of philosophy? If you could turn it into a 
science then it can be but the course as it is not, prayers memorization etcetera, you 
can’t have a course like this, it should not exist I mean. 

  
 In this section, I examined the role of teachers and textbooks in the context of DKAB. 

The interview material showed that the actions and attitudes of teachers impacted strongly on 

student experience of the course, making it bearable for some, offensive for others. Student 

memories of the course largely depended on their personal encounters with teachers. I also 

argued that the overriding authority of the teacher made it very difficult for students to 

express themselves fully in class or to challenge their teachers.  

 The textbooks, which represent official state discourse on religion, constituted another 

arena in which the Alevis (and in some cases, non-Muslims) tried to find themselves. This 

endeavor invariably ended in failure, generating disappointment and a sense of exclusion from 

the course as a whole. Finally, and without wishing to minimize the difficulties faced by all 

the minority groups, my findings suggest that within the context of the DKAB courses, the 

Alevis tended to be the most disadvantaged student group. 

 
6.3 Conclusion  

 I wish to end this chapter with an extended comment by a Jewish interviewee, 

addressing the idea of non-Muslims pursuing religion education from their own religious 

officials during the DKAB hour in a separate class. As will be remembered from previous 

chapters, this was something first conceived in the 1940s, but never been put into practice.  

I am now thinking... How could it be if somebody lectured us on Judaism in a separate 
class. It sounds so fantastic and surreal. I will go to school and somebody will talk 
about Judaism in Turkey. This would be a totally different life that you can’t envisage 
right away. In that case Turkey would be a different Turkey, everybody would be 
different in Turkey. That is a world totally different. Where you could learn also about 
Alevism etcetera, where everybody could learn their own religions from people of 
their religion. This is totally a different world, but not an ideal one. For me an ideal 
world would be a one there would be no religion courses at all. If it was to be given, 
certainly not in this way... 
I can’t imagine how a world like this could exist because we are 20,000 Jews, and an 
organization of that sort for this amount of people, to give them this much importance 
and to be open like this is like a bit... It would not be bad. People would get to know 
them [Jews], maybe they would be Jews and not only ‘minorities’, then he [Muslim] 
would get to know Jews. In case I was taught my religion by a rabbi, I would feel 
important. But this is not a healthy expectation. It is like you come to Holland and in 
your absence people have established a party called ‘people who love Seda’ and they 
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have made flags for you...It just doesn’t exist. 
I know it was something thought before, but I don’t think it solves anything. It would 
be a nice, sweet gesture, like giving a foreigner the evil eye... But the solution of 
Turkey does not lie there...In Turkey the number of Jewish students at the age of 
schooling does not exceed 5000, most of whom live in Izmir and Istanbul.  
You don’t have proper pavements for blind people. If you think about blind people in 
Turkey when you are designing pavements, then you are in a different country. There 
is a saying that goes something like ‘a country is civilized as it gives importance to its 
disabled people’. Maybe it is not a nice analogy but here disabled corresponds to 
religious minorities in Turkey...How much you give importance to religious minorities 
designates your level of civilization, in Turkey; a right to opt out... 

 
 This is a remarkable statement of the sense of estrangement evinced by all the 

interviewees with regards to the quality of relation they have established with the state. The 

comment suggests that there is a surreal quality to the presumption that state religion can 

address the needs of Jews in Turkey. The interviewee positions himself as foreigner and 

Turkey as a host who only ‘gestures’ hospitality.   

 The solution to this deep estrangement does not reside only in compulsory religion 

education in Turkish state education system. Yet I think one has to acknowledge the course’s 

great potentiality and subtle ways in reproducing it. 
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Conclusion 

Chapter 7 

 This dissertation has provided a genealogy of compulsory religion education (the 

Religion Culture and Morals Course) in the Turkish formal education system since the late 

nineteenth century. The objective has been to analyze the course in relation to Turkish secular 

nationalism and the position of religious minorities (Jews, Christians, and Alevis). A central 

concern of the study has been to elucidate the place, and indeed the agency, of religious 

minorities throughout this history. This strategy makes it possible to map the ways in which 

minority perceptions of the religion course relate to their larger perceptions of citizenship and 

the Turkish state. 

  Assessments of Turkish secularism have been rather limited and often sidetracked by 

discussions of the issue of the headscarf. These assessments have bypassed the issue of 

compulsory religion education and its effect on religious minorities. However, knowledge of 

the complex relations between religion education and religious minorities is crucial to our 

understanding of both Turkish secularism and the limits of Turkish democracy. 

Historically then, discussions of the religion education course have taken place at the 

margins of the secularism debates. This is partly due to the Lausanne Treaty, which granted 

non-Muslims educational rights, including the right to set up minority schools for the teaching 

of other religions. Thus it is arguable that the problems of minority groups (particularly with 

regard to the compulsory course) became invisible and unimportant, especially given the 

diminishing population and economic power of non-Muslims. The Lausanne Treaty 

effectively gave the Turkish state an immunity, an exemption from considering the problems 

of non-Muslims with respect to the compulsory religion education course.  

All this changed drastically with the Alevi revival in the 1990s. Historically, the Alevis 

had been placed in a double bind. As Muslims, they were unable to access the right granted to 

non-Muslims to organize their own schools; at the same time, they were not exempt from the 

religion course although it was clearly intended for Sunni children. It was after the Alevi 

revival that the issue of compulsory religion education finally moved to within the parameters 

of secularism, thereby challenging state education policy. 

 Beginning with the Tanzimat era, the first four chapters of this dissertation tracked the 

gradual development of the Turkish national education system, in which compulsory religion 

education finds a place. Special emphasis has been placed on socio-political developments 
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relating to minority issues and an increasingly fixed definition of Turkishness that 

marginalized religious minorities. In addition, the thesis has looked at the education that 

religious minorities (the Alevis excepted) received in their own millets and later, in minority 

schools. This material has given the reader background knowledge of minority education 

programs and shown, in addition, the gradual closure of minority schools that occurred 

alongside a sharp decrease in Turkey’s minority population. 

In the second, third and fourth chapters, various materials relating to compulsory 

religion education have been analyzed. These include speeches by ministers of education, 

government and policy documents, legal papers and scholarly debates. The fifth chapter 

examined the range of textbooks that have been used for religion education courses. Finally, 

by directly addressing the experiences, thoughts and feelings of religious minority groups, the 

sixth chapter breathed life into the various arguments developed in the preceding chapters. 

This was achieved through a series of qualitative interviews conducted as part of my research 

and which I believe, begins to document the accounts of people who were exposed to 

compulsory religion education in their youth. 

 In the second chapter, I surveyed the development of education in public schools 

during the Ottoman Empire, explaining the educational policies of Jews, Armenians and 

Greeks within their millets, as well as providing information about the impact of Ottoman 

Public Education on the Alevis living in Anatolia. The chapter addressed changing notions of 

citizenships in three different eras, namely, the Tanzimat, Hamidian and Young Turk eras. The 

origins of modern Turkey and the Kemalist social contract could be found here. In the same 

vein, I argued that an understanding of these conceptual developments was crucial to grasp 

the relation that the Turkish state, from its inception, established with its religious minorities.  

 During the Tanzimat era, Ottomanism had been the dominant ideology and this had 

profound effects on the education system. The changing conception of citizenship was to be 

rooted through the new education system that promoted mixed education, Muslims and non-

Muslims together. With secular curricula, the new Ottoman schools struggled to retain 

minority enrollment. The hope was to prevent further segmentation of society along 

ethnic/religious lines. There were fears that this segmentation would prefigure the decline of 

the Ottoman Empire. However, and as we have seen, the Ottomanism formula did not hold. 

The Enlightenment ideas that pushed Ottoman Muslims to reform the state, also motivated 

minorities to press for greater rights with the state.  

 In the Hamidian era, Ottomanism functioned less and less as an ideological glue 

holding the Empire together. Abdulhamid worked very deliberately to create a uniform 



223 
 

empire, preferably one composed of Muslims who would prove loyal to the sultan as caliph. I 

have argued that in this period, Ottoman education policies were influenced by a widespread 

feeling that the Empire was under attack from various quarters and that it was in a vulnerable 

position. Non-Muslim and foreign schools were treated as enemies of the Empire and were 

closely monitored. During this period, the state redoubled its efforts to fund and build schools 

in which education would be informed by Enlightenment notions of progress, but would 

retain strong Islamic elements. 

 In the Young Turk era, the absence of a grounded ethnic identity among the Ottoman 

elites, facilitated the emergence of a composite identity that was called Turkish. I argued that 

in this period, educational concerns were shaped by this newly emerging paradigm of the 

Turkish nation. Young Turks combined ethnic identification of Turkishness with the older 

pattern of Islamic interpretations of Ottomanism. Inevitably, this led to the exclusion of non-

Muslims from the emergent Turkish nation. Thus the seeds of the Kemalist social contract had 

been successfully sown. In terms of education, all non-Muslim and Muslim schools were 

attached to the Ministry of Education. Moreover, all schools would be required to include 

Turkish culture and language (taught by Turkish teachers) in the curriculum. This chapter also 

showed that it was during the Young Turk this era that the state challenged the authority of 

religion in the educational realm. The religious content of the newly established schools 

became a concern for the state, whereas before, this had been mainly handled by the waqfs 

(vakıfs). I have argued that the growing control of the Turkish state over religious education 

was a legacy of the Tanzimat period. Another important legacy was the recognition of the 

importance of education in shaping the ‘ideal citizen’. 

 The third chapter traced the history of Turkish education policies from 1918 to 1980, 

paying particular attention to religion education. Divided into three subsections, each 

corresponding to a distinct period, the chapter identified the most significant political events 

relating to minority rights and education policy. The three periods were: 1918-1923, 1923-

1950 and 1950-1980. Here, my larger argument was that, throughout the entire period, non-

Muslims and Alevis were increasingly marginalized by state policies of “Turkification”, 

which contained a strong Sunni Islamic element.  

 During the period 1918-1923, the ideological contours of a ‘national education’ 

developed in the context of the War of Independence and the foundation of the Grand 

National Assembly. During these early years before the official declaration of the new 

republic, there was sympathy in the parliament for pro-religious education in schools. 

However with the advent of Kemalist reforms, religion was dismissed from political life and 
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education. Minority schools were still seen as institutions that collaborated closely with 

Western powers. Therefore, various regulatory tactics were deployed in order to control and 

Turkify these schools. 

 The period between 1923 and 1950 was marked by an authoritarian nationalism that 

saw a corresponding rise in ethnic tensions. This had serious consequences for the non-

Muslim populations, as the Thrace Pogrom clearly showed. Beginning in the 1920s, Islam 

became an identity marker of Turkishness, although faith itself was seen to be outside the 

public sphere. In this era, the most important development with regards to education was the 

introduction of the “Law of unification of instruction” in 1927, whereby religion courses were 

removed from the curricula of primary and secondary schools. Thereafter, religion courses 

became an integral topic in discourses concerning secularism in Turkey. At this time, Alevi 

issues also made their appearance in education policy discussions. By 1936, the radical 

secularism of the republic meant that the spotlight fell on minority schools, where religious 

instruction was also banned. By the end of the 1940s, there was evidence (within the state 

education system) of a more positive attitude towards religion courses. However, this was a 

change met with growing discontent among some intellectuals and MPs. Finally in 1949, due 

to public pressure and political concerns, the CHP reintroduced religion courses on a 

voluntary basis for 4th and 5th

 By the early 1950s, it was believed that the democratization of Turkey would lead to 

more liberal policies towards religious and ethnic minorities. However, it proved impossible 

to change the widely held belief that non-Muslims were located ‘outside’ accepted definitions 

of the Turkish nation. As indicated by the events of 6-7 September 1955 and the Cyprus crisis 

of the 1970s, the era witnessed a deterioration in relations between the state and non-Muslims. 

The number of minority schools decreased significantly. Moreover, the requirement of 

Turkish language instruction, along with the state monitoring of schools, added to the 

Turkification process of non-Muslim educational institutions. The Alevis, on the other hand, 

continued to be ignored at the state level, while the state favored a Sunni religion education 

for all Muslim pupils. 

 graders in ilkokuls. 

In 1950, new legislation was introduced, incorporating religion instruction in the 

weekly class schedules of all primary schools, on a voluntary basis. The issue of religion 

courses was in a deadlock, as the CHP and DP engaged in ongoing battles over the question. 

In 1956, despite opposition in various circles, the DP government introduced religion courses 

for the first two levels of secondary schools. In 1967, courses were extended to the first two 

years of lises. By 1974, religion courses had been introduced to the third levels of each stage 
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of education, in other words to the 3rd, 8th and 11th

 The fourth chapter traced the development of religion education between 1980 and 

2009. In 1982, the military government declared the course compulsory for all Turkish 

students. In line with the dominant “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” of the time, there was a 

general increase in religious sentiment, as expressed in publications and in the education 

sector. The era witnessed a growth in Islamic movements alongside the rise of Kurdish 

nationalism and Alevi consciousness. In this period of increased globalization, both non-

Muslims and Alevis became visible actors. However, this visibility did not translate into any 

real influence over education policy, and Alevis were still forced to attend the course. 

Designed with the Sunni student in mind, the course still did not address the Alevi 

perspective. In the case of non-Muslims, the state pursued rather clumsy measures that left the 

issue to the discretion of school governments. This only changed when non-Muslim 

complaints served to remind the state of minority rights as guaranteed by the terms of the 

Lausanne Treaty. 

 grades. Thus during the period 1950-1980, 

there was an undeniable increase in the importance given to religion education in Turkish 

schools. 

 The period between 1997 and 2009 was largely defined by the social and political 

direction taken by the AKP. In policy terms, the AKP has preached a message of religious 

freedom as a way to expand liberties for believers in the officially secular country. It has 

assured the EU that it would respect religious freedom. However, moves to improve religious 

freedom appeared to have been limited to assuring the rights of Sunni Muslims. It should be 

added that since 2002, some demands made by non-Muslim communities have been 

addressed during the EU adaptation process. It is arguable that the limited scopes of these 

improvements were the result of an incrusted bureaucracy and a reluctance to implement 

reforms.  

During this period, the question of Alevism became one of the most discussed topics 

in the Turkish media. Internal and external developments brought the Alevi issue to the 

European Commission agenda. A democratization package (Alevi Açılımı) featuring the rights 

of the Alevi community met with Alevi disapproval, as it was interpreted primarily as an 

insincere attempt on the part of the AKP to appease the EU. The AKP has persistently ignored 

longstanding requests and grievances emanating from the Alevi community and from civil 

society. It is arguable, therefore, that official policy with regard to the Alevis remained 

unchanged. Indeed, one of the most important Alevi complaints concerned religion education. 

Recent changes to the curriculum have not satisfied the Alevis who continue to demand a total 
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abolition of the course. This demand was of paramount importance in drawing attention to the 

course, thereby reviving Turkish NGO interest from a human rights perspective. 

 In the fifth chapter, I turned my attention to the textbooks used for the religion 

education courses. I utilized the method of discourse analysis in my examination of various 

textbooks associated with different historical periods. The first textbooks to be analyzed 

belonged to the early single-party regime, and were in use between 1927 and 1931. I then 

turned my attention to textbooks dated between 1951 and 1954, associated with the multi-

party regime. Lastly, I inspected textbooks from the period 1982-2002 and 2002-2009. This 

research revealed pedagogic material that tended to marginalize Alevis and non-Muslims, by 

reflecting an implicit and/or explicit Sunni perspective. 

 The first group of textbooks revealed early efforts to legitimize the official discourse 

of the Republic, which was still in the process of formation. In these books, categories such as 

state and nation were turned into religious subjects and Islamicized. Since being a good 

Muslim was equated with being a Turkish nationalist/etatist, the ostensible theme was Turkish 

nationalism rather than religion. There were some derogatory statements towards Christianity 

in these textbooks mainly written according to the confessional approach (ilmihal 

understanding) that was mentioned earlier in this specific chapter. 

 The textbooks associated with the multi-party regime belonged to the academic years 

1951-1954. The 4th grade textbooks covered general information about Islam and morality, 

while the content of the fifth grade course dealt with more specific teachings of Islam and the 

practice of memorizing prayers. During that time, it was decreed that textbooks should not 

touch on denominational differences, a decree strictly adhered to and which arguably meant 

there would be no information about Alevism included in the books. With respect to non-

Islamic religions, commentaries about Christianity and other religions have been abandoned, 

with greater emphasis given to a detailed account of Islam. It is arguable that latent claims to 

the superiority of Islam over Christianity and Judaism may still be found in these texts. In 

1982, the course became compulsory and its title was changed from “Religion Courses” to 

“Religion Culture and Morals Course”. This move was supposedly intended to make the 

course inclusive of all students, regardless of their religion. However, this objective was not 

achieved. After 1982, the curriculum provided an opening for the study of non-Islamic 

religions, but not much interest was shown in the question of how to present this material. 

Moroever, the biased approach towards Christianity and Judaism remained in place, while the 

Alevi perspective was still neglected in textbooks.  
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 In more recent textbooks, those dated 2002-2009, a program called the “Ankara 

Model” has been pursued. This new program accepted the need for a pedagogic strategy that 

promotes tolerance and respect between different cultures. In the new textbooks written under 

the auspices of this program, there was an attempt to present non-Islamic religions in an 

objective manner, pointing out shared values and ethical concerns. However, we have seen 

that the course did not meet the objectives of a Religion Culture and Morals Course. A very 

detailed explanation of namaz (ritual prayer) can be given as an example of this point. 

Following the socio-political developments mentioned in the last chapter, the Ministry of 

Education made some changes to the 2005 curriculum. For pupils in grades 9-12, information 

about the Alevis was added to the course content. However, the changes in the textbooks do 

not yet amount to a full acceptance of the Alevi identity. 

 The last chapter consisted of a thorough analysis of sixteen interviews conducted with 

people belonging to religious minorities. My aim was to produce a detailed and systematic 

recording of the themes and issues addressed in the interviews and to link them under 

different headings. The four headings I identified were as follows: “The Religion Education”, 

“Reaction of religious minorities to the courses”, “Experiences of students”, and “Alternative 

visions of religion education”. My aim was to create a space for members of minority groups 

to voice their experiences, feelings and critical reflections in relation to compulsory religion 

education. I also hoped to discover whether, or to what extent, religious minorities felt 

estranged by some aspects of the course. The first section, “The Religion Education”, 

revealed a perception that there was no consistency in handling issues relating to non-

Muslims. In addition, there was a view that the course could be discriminatory insofar as it 

demanded non-Muslims to explicate one’s identity. Finally, assessment of the course in the 

entrance exams did create an incentive for non-Muslims to know about the course.  

 In the second section, “Reactions of religious minorities to the courses”, my findings 

revealed that even in the same classroom, non-Muslims were exposed to a different procedure 

than their Muslim classmates. It was argued that the best way to meet the needs of non-

Muslim pupils, especially in primary schools, was to exempt them from the topics of DKAB 

covered by Islamic teachings and prayers. I argued that this was a problematic approach and a 

potential source of stress for non-Muslims and Alevis. Some students felt that they were being 

forced to reveal their identities in the school environment or that the course did not address 

them at all. In short, it was arguable that there was an inevitable process of ‘othering’ in the 

context of the course. Also, in higher levels of education, the right to exemption, which 

allowed non-Muslims to leave the classroom, could create its own problems, causing a 
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“break” (kopuş) between non-Muslim and Muslim students. Before 1980, similar concerns 

were expressed by some Alevis who preferred to take the course rather than face societal 

pressure and the myriad questions posed when they exercised the exemption rights. 

 Thirdly, the section “Experiences of students” looked at student-teacher relations, 

taking note of both good and bad minority experiences of teachers, and how these experiences 

affected their views of the DKAB course as a whole. My findings showed that in general, the 

teacher’s authority made it difficult for students to express themselves fully in class or 

challenge their teachers. Textbooks, on the other hand, were perceived to be a source of 

official knowledge and therefore, a ‘place’ where Alevis as well as non-Muslims might seek 

to ‘locate’ themselves. However this endeavor met with frequent disappointment, as textbooks 

addressed Sunni Muslims exclusively. Interestingly, both Alevis and non-Muslims agreed that 

the Alevis were the victims of this course. 

 In the last section, “Alternative visions of religion education”, I sought to map the kind 

of religion education religious minorities envisaged in Turkey. Opinions were varied as some 

of the interviewees believed that the courses were not compatible with the secularism 

principle, whereas others thought that in its optional and a highly democratized version, the 

course might be made compatible with secularism. The most frequently expressed desire was 

for a course that provided a general introduction to world religions. As in general public 

discussions, there were mixed views as to whether the state, or religious communities, should 

be the providers of religious education. 

 This dissertation does not offer specific solutions to problems encountered by religious 

minorities in the context of compulsory religion education. That endeavor, especially if it 

included a project of new course design, would certainly necessitate expertise in many 

different fields, including pedagogy, philosophy and law. Rather, my research maps the 

development of the compulsory religion education course with specific reference to non-

Muslims and Alevis. The larger aim is to gain greater insight into the nature of Turkish 

secularism. 

Risking tautology, it might be argued that compulsory religion education and its 

relation to religious minorities is itself the result of this specific understanding of Turkish 

secularism/nationalism. In other words, there is a genuine sense in which this is a secularism 

that historically, has turned a blind eye to the needs of non-Muslims and Alevis. This is why 

the sixth chapter of this thesis, with its account of minority experience, begins to create a 

space for voices that until now have been relatively unheard in these debates. In this sense, 

my modest hope is that religious minorities be included in future discussions concerning the 
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course. Moreover, the inclusion of minority views must be driven by democratic objectives, 

rather than by charitable impulses that further entrench asymmetrical power relations between 

the state and religious minorities. 

In March 2008, the Council of State handed down a decision on two lawsuits launched 

by parents of Alevi children. They argued that it was against the law to force students to take 

part in classes that did not comply with their own beliefs. In its ruling, the Council of State 

said, that although the article 24 of the constitution stated that lessons on religion culture and 

morals were compulsory at primary and secondary schools, the existing lessons could not be 

accepted as the religion culture and morals courses prescribed by the constitution due to their 

content. Following this verdict, the Minister of Religious Affairs who was very discontent 

with the decision claimed that ‘If there are mistakes in the content and the application of the 

course, they should be corrected. But to argue for the abolition of the course would be like 

seeking to close a hospital because three or five people have received inadequate treatment.”1

 Following the analogy, I hope that my dissertation showed that in this hospital, it is not 

coincidence that the patients with similar identities, non-Muslims and Alevis, are ill treated 

and that it has a historical dynamic which this thesis put into question that inevitably puts the 

workings of this hospital also on the question for its change for a more impartial treatment of 

its patients. 

 

                                                           
1 "Zorunlu din dersi" [Compulsory Religion Education], NTV News. YouTube.com. 8 Mar. 2008. Web. 10 Jan 

2011 
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Compulsory Religion Education and Religious Minorities in Turkey 

English Summary 

Starting from late 19th

In other words, the research looks at education policies and the political debates with 

respect to the content of the religion courses first introduced in 1924, and then have become 

continuous sites for power struggles in different time periods. In this history it is seen that in 

all kinds of debates regarding this religion course which is a part of national curriculum, the 

views of non-Muslims and Alevis have largely remained peripheral. In addition, the right to 

be exempted from the course on the basis that one proved that he/she belonged to a religious 

minority group-with the exception of Alevis, application-wise had many problems. In many 

places in Turkey the application of this right was at the discretion of the wills of school 

governments. 

 century, this dissertation examines the history of the 

compulsory religion education in Turkish state education system; discussing it in the context 

of religious minorities (Jews, Orthodox Christians, Armenians and also Alevis) and 

secularism principle of Turkey.  

 In the early republican era, all levels of religious education were officially banned for 

around two decades between 1930 and 1949. After the Second World War, improving socio-

economic relations with western democracies and initiation of a multi-party system influenced 

the educational structure. In this context, religion education in schools emerged as an 

important issue. After a long debate on the political level, religion education in state schools 

was introduced not only in primary schools (in 1949), but also in lower secondary schools (in 

1956) and in upper secondary schools (in 1967) on a voluntary basis. 

The religious version of nationalism, that has been very palpable in all Turkish 

textbooks since the establishment of the republic, was crystallized with the compulsory 

religion courses that were introduced in 1982. Two years after the 1980 coup, the military 

endorsed a new constitution that mandated obligatory instruction in religion culture and moral 

education in all primary and secondary schools. That is, in Turkey all school children- except 

non-Muslim students who have the right to opt out from the course-, from fourth grade until 

graduation from high school have to take “Religion Culture and Morals course” which has a 

confessional character. The main characteristic of confessional religion education is implicitly 
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or explicitly to claim that a specific religion is the only true religion. Moreover the education 

system is based on the Hanafi-Matrudi branch of orthodox Islam and does not provide any 

place for the Alevi understanding of Islam.  

In sum, it can be argued that the repercussions of the asymmetrical relation that the 

state had established with non-Muslisms and Alevis, -while the republic was first established- 

can be revealed through looking at the Turkish educational arena; particularly through 

examining both the history of this religion education and also personal experiences of 

religious minorities about the course. 

Together with the Introduction (Chapter one) and Conclusion (Chapter seven), the 

dissertation is organized in seven chapters. Beginning with the Tanzimat (19th

In the second, third and fourth chapters, various materials relating to compulsory 

religion education have been analyzed. These include speeches by ministers of education, 

government and policy documents, legal papers and scholarly debates. The fifth chapter 

examines the range of textbooks that have been used for religion education courses. Finally, 

by directly addressing the experiences, thoughts and feelings of religious minority groups, the 

sixth chapter breathes life into the various arguments developed in the preceding chapters. 

This is achieved through a series of qualitative interviews conducted as part of the research 

and which documents the accounts of people who were exposed to compulsory religion 

education in their youth.  

 century), the 

first four chapters track the gradual development of the Turkish national education system, in 

which compulsory religion education finds a place. Special emphasis has been placed on 

socio-political developments relating to minority issues and an increasingly fixed definition of 

Turkishness that marginalized religious minorities. In addition, the dissertation looks at the 

education that religious minorities (the Alevis excepted)  received in their own millets and 

later, in minority schools. This material gives the reader background knowledge of minority 

education programs and shows, in addition, the gradual closure of minority schools that 

occurred alongside a sharp decrease in Turkey’s minority population. 

This dissertation does not offer specific solutions to problems encountered by religious 

minorities in the context of compulsory religion education. That endeavor, especially if it 

included a project of new course design, would certainly necessitate expertise in many 

different fields, including pedagogy, philosophy and law. Rather, my research maps the 

development of the compulsory religion education course with specific reference to non-
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Muslims and Alevis. The larger aim is to gain greater insight into the nature of Turkish 

secularism. 
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Verplicht Religieus Onderwijs en Religieuze Minderheden in Turkije 

Samenvatting in het Nederlands 

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de geschiedenis van het verplichte religieuze onderwijs in 

het Turkse onderwijssysteem vanaf het einde van de 19e

Met andere woorden doet dit proefschrift een onderzoek naar het onderwijsbeleid en 

de politieke debatten met betrekking tot de inhoud van de religielessen die voor het eerst in 

1924 geïntroduceerd zijn en daarna, in verschillende perioden, continu een onderwerp van 

machtstrijd zijn geworden. In alle debatten gedurende deze perioden is het opmerkelijk te zien 

dat de standpunten van niet-moslims en alevieten met betrekking tot het tot het nationale 

curriculum behorende religieuze onderwijs grotendeels gemarginaliseerd zijn gebleven. 

Daarnaast stuitte men bij de aanvraag van het recht op vrijstelling, welke men, met 

uitzondering van de alevieten, kon verkrijgen door te bewijzen dat men tot een religieuze 

minderheid behoort, in de praktijk op veel problemen. Op veel plaatsen in Turkije was het 

toepassen van dit recht afhankelijk van eigen initiatief en wil van de schooladministraties. 

 eeuw door dit te bespreken in de 

context van religieuze minderheden (joden, orthodoxe christenen en Armeniërs, maar ook de 

islamitische alevieten) en het secularistische principe van de Turkse Republiek. 

In het vroege tijdperk van de republiek, waren alle niveaus van het religieuze 

onderwijs twee decennia lang, ongeveer tussen 1930 en 1949, officieel verboden. De 

verbetering van sociaal-economische relaties met westerse democratieën en de invoering van 

het meerpartijenstelsel na de Tweede Wereld Oorlog hebben invloed gehad op de 

onderwijsstructuur. Na uitvoerig debat in de politiek, werd religieus onderwijs 

geïntroduceerd, niet alleen in het basisonderwijs (in 1949) maar ook in lagere (in 1956) en 

hogere niveaus (in 1967) van secundair onderwijs op vrijwillige basis. 

De religieuze versie van het nationalisme, welke heel voelbaar is in alle Turkse 

schoolboeken sinds de oprichting van de republiek, werd gekristalliseerd met de introductie 

van de verplichte religielessen in 1982. Twee jaar na de coup van 1980, heeft het leger een 

nieuwe grondwet goedgekeurd die de invoering van het religieuze onderwijs op alle niveaus 

van basis en middelbare scholen verplicht heeft gemaakt. Dit betekende dat alle studenten, 

met uitzondering van niet-moslim studenten die recht op vrijstelling hadden, de “Religieuze 

Cultuur en Moraal” les moesten volgen vanaf het vierde schooljaar tot het afstuderen van de 
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middelbare school. Het voornaamste kenmerk van het confessionele religieuze onderwijs is 

impliciet of expliciet te beweren dat een bepaalde religie de enige ware religie is. Bovendien 

is het onderwijssysteem gebaseerd op de Hanafi-Matrudi tak van de orthodoxe islam en biedt 

geen ruimte voor de alevitische tak van de islam. 

Kortom kan het worden beargumenteerd dat de gevolgen van de asymmetrische 

relaties die de staat bij de oprichting van de republiek met de niet-moslims en de alevieten had 

ingevoerd, kunnen worden aangetoond door te kijken naar de Turkse educatieve arena, met 

name door het onderzoeken van zowel de geschiedenis van het religieuze onderwijs als de 

persoonlijke ervaringen van de religieuze minderheden over deze les. 

Inclusief de introductie (hoofdstuk 1) en conclusie (hoofdstuk 7), bestaat dit 

proefschrift uit zeven hoofdstukken. Beginnend vanaf de Tanzimat periode (19e

In de tweede, derde en vierde hoofdstukken zijn verschillende materialen met 

betrekking tot het verplichte religieuze onderwijs geanalyseerd. Deze omvatten de toespraken 

door ministers van onderwijs, regerings- en beleidsdocumenten, juridische documenten en 

academische debatten. Het vijfde hoofdstuk bestudeert de verschillende schoolboeken die 

gebruikt zijn voor de religielessen. Tenslotte geeft het zesde hoofdstuk concrete voorbeelden 

van de argumenten die in de voorgaande hoofdstukken worden besproken door op de 

ervaringen, gedachten en gevoelens van de leden uit de religieuze minderheden in te gaan. Dit 

is gedaan op basis van een aantal kwalitatieve interviews die als onderdeel van dit onderzoek 

zijn uitgevoerd en die de ervaringen van mensen die op verschillende wijzen te maken hebben 

gehad met het verplichte religieuze onderwijs documenteren. 

 eeuw), 

bestuderen de eerste vier hoofdstukken de geleidelijke ontwikkeling van het Turkse nationale 

onderwijssysteem waarvan het verplichte religieuze onderwijs een onderdeel uitmaakt. 

Speciale nadruk is gelegd op de sociaal-politieke ontwikkelingen met betrekking tot de 

problemen van de minderheden en een steeds meer strikt vastgestelde definitie van de Turkse 

identiteit die de religieuze minderheden heeft gemarginaliseerd. Daarnaast onderzoekt dit 

proefschrift het onderwijs dat de religieuze minderheden (met uitzondering van alevieten) in 

hun eigen “millets” en later in de scholen voor de minderheden hebben ontvangen. Dit 

onderzoek geeft de lezer achtergrondkennis over de onderwijsprogramma’s van de 

minderheden en toont bovendien de geleidelijke sluiting van de minderheidsscholen, hetgeen 

gepaard is gegaan met een scherpe daling van de minderheidsbevolking van Turkije. 
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Dit proefschrift biedt geen specifieke oplossing voor de problemen van de religieuze 

minderheden in het kader van het verplichte religieuze onderwijs. Dat streven zou, vooral als 

het om een nieuwe opzet voor deze lessen gaat, expertise in verschillende vakken zoals 

pedagogie, filosofie en recht noodzakelijk maken. Dit onderzoek toont echter de ontwikkeling 

aan van het verplichte religieuze onderwijs, met een specifieke verwijzing naar de niet-

moslims en alevieten. Het algemene doel is meer inzicht te krijgen in de aard van het Turkse 

secularisme. 
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