


Turkey’s Curricula from 2005 to 2020 
Gender Equality and Secularism 
Report Summary

Author: Dr. Sezen Bayhan

Editing and proofreading: Dr. Canan Aratemur-Çimen

Design: Serbest Kitaplar (www.serbestkitaplar.com)

The research described in this report was conducted by Comparative 
Education Society in Turkey and published and funded by Friedrich 
Naumann Foundation for Freedom Turkey. The foundation is not respon-
sible for the content of this publication, or for any use that may be made 
of it. The views expressed herein are those of the author alone.

Karşılaştırmalı Eğitim Derneği

www.ked.info.tr

ked@ked.info.tr



CONTENTS

	 1	 INTRODUCTION

	 2	 METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH

	 3	 FINDINGS

	 3	 Elimination of the Acquisitions on Women’s Rights

	 3	 The Exclusionary Notion of Culture

	 6	 Relativity of Law

	 7	 Islamic Notion of Science

	 7	 Acquisitions on Secularim

	 8	 Emphasis on Religion as an Organising Power

	 9	 Gender and Gender Equality

	10	 CONCLUSION

	13	 REFERENCES





Report Summary: Turkey’s Curricula from 2005 to 2020: Gender Equality and Secularism

1

INTRODUCTION

Various changes have taken place over 
the past fifteen years in the Turkish 
education system. Among them, the 
changes in the school curricular pro-
grams in 2017 and 2018 have been one 
of the most important. Most changes 
in the education system become effec-
tive when they are incorporated into 
the curricular programs, which in-
clude objectives, principles developed 
to attain these objectives and methods 
to be utilised (Gözütok, 2003). Hence, 
changes in the curricular programs 
bear the potential to provide deep in-
sights into the transformation occur-
ring in the education system.

Turkey’s Ministry of National Ed-
ucation (MoNE) introduced a set of 
new curricular programs in 2017, 
stating that the distinctive character 
of the new curriculum was its focus 
on values, and made amendments to 
some of the programs in 2018. Un-
like what happened during the previ-
ous curricular reform process result-
ing in the introduction of what was 
called the constructivist curriculum 
in 2005, the 2017 curricula were in-
troduced without discrediting or dis-
carding the previous approaches that 
were in effect. Before the 2005 curric-
ulum reform was introduced, official 
authorities had criticised the curric-
ula of the time for being mechanical, 
fostering rote-learning, and failing to 

adequately take into account student 
perspectives and individual differenc-
es (MoNE Life Knowledge Curricular 
Program, 2005). It was promised by 
the then Minister of Education, who 
also stated that the curricula had to 
be aligned with the European Union 
standards, that the new curriculum 
would be student-centred and emanci-
pate students from rote-learning (see 
Çelik, 2004). The introduction of 2017 
Curriculum, on the other hand, did not 
involve discrediting or scandalising 
the previous approaches. However, the 
guiding principles and pedagogical 
approaches governing the new cur-
riculum have not been made explicit 
(Diker Coşkun, 2017, s.7). The most 
explicit information provided by the 
official authorities regarding the dis-
tinctive characteristics and novelty of 
the new curriculum is that the curricu-
lum is centred on the notion of values. 
The Board of Training and Education 
expressed this as follows: “Different 
from the previous curricula, values 
and value education constitute the lo-
cus of the new curriculum” (Talim ve 
Terbiye Kurulu Başlanlığı, 2017, p.7). 
The particular approach adopted by 
curriculum developers is in part root-
ed in how they define the problem to 
which they are addressing; hence the 
curricular emphasis placed on values 
emerges as a significant topic deserv-
ing research scrutiny. (Posner, 2004). 
Despite the stated emphasis of the 
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2017 curriculum on values, Diker 
Coşkun (2017) states that the new cur-
ricular programs fail to include a vi-
sion that is intended to promote gen-
der equality and to create a culture of 
peaceful co-existence (p. 3). In addi-
tion, an increasingly voiced concern 
in relation to the education system in 
Turkey has been the violation of basic 
human rights such as freedom of be-
lief (Norwegian Helsinki Committee, 
2015, 2019). In the face of escalating 
concerns over freedom of belief as a 
human right and the perpetuation of 
problems rooted in gender inequal-
ities, this research project aimed to 
address the lack of comparative stud-
ies focusing on the way issues relat-
ed to gender equality and freedom of 
belief are dealt with by the curricular 
programs.

METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE OF 
THE RESEARCH

This study aims to carry out a com-
parative analysis of the curricular pro-
grams published in 2005, 2015 and 
20181 focusing on whether the pro-

1	 The publication date of the curricu-
lar programs for different grade levels 
and subjects are varied; hence not all 
the texts scrutinised within the scope 
of this research exactly correspond to 
the mentioned three years (2005, 2015, 
2018). Detailed information related to 
curricular texts is provided in the foot-
notes throughout the report as well as 

grams differ in the way they approach 
gender equality and secularism. Com-
paring various versions of a particu-
lar document helps the researcher to 
identify change and development in a 
particular institution (Bowen, 2009). 
The selection of the above mentioned 
three curricular periods was informed 
by the assumption that each of them 
corresponds to an important period in 
the education system. This assump-
tion was formed on the basis of review 
of literature and education policy dis-
courses. 2005 curriculum, declared as 
a reform aiming to replace the domi-
nant behaviourist approach to teach-
ing and learning with a constructivist 
one, was introduced shortly after the 
Justice and Development Party came 
to power as the single ruling party. 
The European Union (EU) membership 
process of Turkey seemed to constitute 
an important part of the policy agenda 
of the time2. 2015 curricular programs 
are assumed to represent the period 
initiated by Law no 6287, when prima-
ry school education was transformed 
to an intermittent 4+4 model in 2012 
from the formerly 8-year uninterrupt-
ed one. 2018 curricular programs, 
which are currently in use and are 

in the Appendice section of the report.

2	 However, this research cautions against 
readily accepting the claims that 2005 
curricular reform process was mainly 
guided by the constructivist approaches 
and EU membership process.
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thought to represent the period initi-
ated by 2017 Curriculum, which was 
defined by the Board of Training and 
Education as being value centred. The 
subjects whose curricular texts have 
been analysed are Life Knowledge, So-
cial Studies, Turkish Language, His-
tory, and History of Turkish Republic 
and Ataturkism (hereafter HTR). The 
research deployed the tools offered by 
Critical Discourse Analysis, which is 
an interdisciplinary approach to textu-
al analysis and helps to analyse social 
character of texts and takes a particu-
lar interest in revealing structures of 
power (Wodak & Meyer, 2016).

FINDINGS

While the curricular programs of the 
three periods under discussion are 
characterised by continuities, they dis-
play a number of differences in terms 
of the way they deal with the concepts 
of gender equality and secularism.

Elimination of the Acquisitions on 
Women’s Rights

While 2005 Curriculum, 2005 Social 
Studies Curriculum3 in particular, in-

3	 2005 Social Studies curricular program 
for grades 4 and 5 was published as a 
single document in 2005. Grade 6 So-
cial Studies program analysed in this 
research was published in 2006. The 
researcher utilized the electronic versi-
on of the Grade 7 curricular program of 

cludes acquisitions on women’s rights 
in Turkey, 2015 and 2018 curricular 
texts do not include acquisitions of a 
similar sort. 2005 Social Studies Cur-
riculum includes these acquisitions 
mostly in the context of Ataturkism 
and deals with the historical develop-
ment of women’s rights in Turkey as a 
process largely initiated and promoted 
by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Although 
the acquisitions treat women’s rights 
as a desirable concept, women’s con-
tribution to this process of gaining 
rights is not acknowledged and the 
role of women is reduced to, as Kandi-
yoti (1991) puts it, “passive onlookers” 
(p. 38). Complexities of women’s rela-
tionships with nationalist movements 
have often been silenced in history 
books and other media (Enloe, 2014). 
However, removal of the acquisitions 
on women’s rights means removal of 
discussions on the issue as well as the 
eviction of a vision that treats wom-
en’s rights as a positive concept, which 
needs to be seen as a policy choice con-
sidering that various alternative ways 
of incorporating the issue of women’s 
rights into the curricula are possible.

The Exclusionary Notion of Culture

All the curricular programs analysed 
in this study place special emphasis 
on the acquisitions related to culture. 

the same subject, which was published 
in 2005.
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Social Studies and Turkish Language 
curricula allocate to culture specific 
sections, which are called learning ar-
eas and themes respectively (similar 
to units). While the Social Studies cur-
ricula of all the periods are far from 
defining a pluralistic notion of culture, 
a detailed analysis of the programs 
shows that the conceptualisation of 
culture in 2018 curricula is more ex-
clusionary and monolithic. 2015 and 
2018 curricula emphasize the aspects 
of culture that differentiate a society 
from the others. 2005 Curriculum also 
mentions this aspect of culture but 
attenuates the sharp borders drawn 
around culture by including the idea 
that cultural properties add colour to 
world’s cultural heritage. One the one 
hand, 2005 and 2018 Social Studies 
curricula have a lot in common in the 
learning area on culture since both 
are characterised by their emphasis 
on Turkish nationalism. On the other 
hand, 2005 Curriculum situates itself 
on a more balanced position as it cov-
ers in this learning area acquisitions 
on women’s rights, secularism, and 
freedom of religion and conscience. 
Although 2005 Curriculum presents 
these acquisitions predominantly in 
the context of nation state building, 
compared to 2018 Social Studies Cur-
riculum it fends off to a certain extent 
the negative implications that its ex-
clusionary conceptualisation of cul-
ture would hold for gender equality 

and rights related to freedom of belief. 
Exclusionary conceptualisation of cul-
ture in 2018 Social Studies Curriculum 
is also manifest in the learning area 
“Global Connections”, which includes 
the following acquisition: “[Students] 
are made aware of how components 
that do not belong to our culture affect 
via media instruments the life of the 
society” (2018, s. 22).

The theme on culture is named dif-
ferently in the Turkish Language cur-
ricular programs4, which is telling for 
the way culture is dealt with. Whereas 
the theme is entitled “National Cul-
ture” in the 2005 curriculum, it is en-
titled “Our National Culture” in the 
2015 and 2019 curricular texts. Ac-
cording to Copeaux (2002), the use of 
possessive pronouns as “our” in edu-
cational discourse is a strong marker 
of identity and can be exclusive in a 
discourse on religion: “a non-believer, 
a secularist or a believer of another 
faith feels ousted from the community 
created by such linguistic modalities” 
(p. 302).

Another difference between the cur-
ricula in terms of culture is that the 
term jihad is included in the 2018 So-
cial Studies Curriculum while it does 
not exist in the curricula of the pre-

4	 Turkish language curricula analysed 
are dated 2005 for grades 1-5 of the 
first period and 2006 for grades 6-8 of 
the same period. The curricula of the 
other periods are dated 2015 and 2019. 
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vious periods. The learning area enti-
tled “Culture and Heritage” includes 
the following sentence: “Emphasis is 
placed on the understanding of ghaza 
and jihad, istimalet policy and the mil-
let system” (p. 23). Both istimalet and 
the millet system, the terms that are not 
included in the Social Studies curric-
ula of the previous years, have to do 
with the organisation of the society 
along with religious lines. While the 
textbooks define istimalet as the Isla-
misation of the newly occupied lands, 
millet system is referred to as the or-
ganisation and governing of the pop-
ulation in accordance with religious 
affiliation (See Aratemur-Çimen & 
Bayhan, 2019). The relevance of these 
terms lies less in their religious con-
notations than in their contributing to 
a more exclusionary conceptualisation 
of culture.

Relying on the scholarship on cul-
ture and identity, it can be claimed 
that the relatively exclusionary and to-
talising approach to culture displayed 
by the 2018 Curriculum has a number 
of implications for gender equality 
and freedom of belief and conscience. 
Assumptions about cultural specific-
ities may result in an unwillingness 
to reveal political mechanisms that 
strengthen certain practices under the 
rubric of culture (Altan-Olcay, 2015) 
and can pose risks to the protection 
of universal human rights (Zubaida, 
2015). Moreover, the “cultural oth-

er”, who fails to belong to the myth of 
common origin, is seen as a stranger 
threatening the cultural purity and au-
thenticity (Yuval-Davis, 1997). Wobbe 
(1995) points out that the sharp col-
lectivity boundaries between “us” and 
“them” also signify the boundaries of 
social obligations and norms, which 
can help explain racist violence and vi-
olence against women. Lacking social 
obligation towards the “other”, accord-
ing to Wobbe, implies the freedom to 
violate and attack the other.

Confining the issue of women’s 
rights to the domain of culture during 
the nation-building process and see-
ing women as the origins and carriers 
of culture have resulted in unequal 
rights for men and women (Yuval-Da-
vis, 1997). To give an example, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, propo-
nents of women’s rights and freedoms 
sought to legitimise them through a 
“modernist” interpretation of Islam 
whereas conservatives rejected them 
arguing that their acceptance was 
submission to Western cultural im-
perialism (Kandiyoti, 1996, p. 95). In 
the current conflicts over women’s 
rights and rights related to gender 
identity, value-laden concepts such as 
family, culture, and religion are giv-
en as reference points that legitimise 
inequalities.
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Relativity of Law

2015 History5 Curriculum presents a 
completely relativistic understanding 
of law devoid of particular shared uni-
versal values. While it is known that 
legal systems and practices are closely 
linked to power relations, the relativ-
istic approach of 2015 History Curric-
ulum is at odds with the non-critical 
and top-down understanding of histo-
ry maintained throughout the curric-
ulum. 2007-2008 History curricula do 
not include such an understanding of 
law whereas 2018 History Curriculum 
includes only a few statements that 
imply the relativity of law. 2015 Cur-
riculum includes the aim of helping 
the students “understand that legal 
systems that might appear different 
in fact seek to preserve the same val-
ues (p. 27), without mentioning what 
these values are.

Presenting an understanding of law 
as a completely relative construct, 
without any mention of certain uni-
versal principles developed as a re-
sult of extensive consensus, might 
have negative implications for basic 

5	 Grade 9 History Curriculum for the first 
period is dated 2007 while Grade 10 
curriculum of the same subject is dated 
2008. When referring to the two toget-
her, the expression 2007-2008 History 
curricula is used. The publication year 
of the History curricula for the second 
and 3rd period are 2015 and 2018 
respectively.

women’s rights guaranteed by legal 
systems that adhere to the principle 
of equal citizenship. For example, to-
day women’s equal access to proper-
ty is guaranteed by international laws 
while discriminative laws and patriar-
chal traditions, customs, and practic-
es act as barriers hindering women’s 
equal access to their rights (Benschop, 
2004). Similarly, cultural practices 
and beliefs might include principles 
that discriminate against women in 
the realm of marriage or sexual rights 
(Maluleke, 2012). It is seen that dis-
crimination against women is more 
pronounced in countries where reli-
gion is the source of legislation (Gou-
da & Potrafke, 2016). An approach 
that reduces the function of law to 
preserving values fails to see the gen-
der-based inequalities created by legal 
systems rooted in traditions.

The question as to the curriculum 
should be making normative judg-
ments about the meaning and function 
of law or other political constructs is 
a contentious one. According to Seix-
as (2004), when curriculum applica-
tions are under discussion, scholars 
must undertake the burden of norma-
tive jugdments because promoting an 
open and democratic society requires 
certain value commitments with re-
gard to historical consciousness.
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Islamic Notion of Science

Islamic notion of science is fore-
grounded in the History curricula of 
2015 and 2018 while no such concept 
exists in the 2007-2008 curricula of 
the subject. A distinction is drawn in 
2015 Curriculum between “religious 
sciences” (dini/nakli ilimler) and “in-
tellectual and philosophical sciences” 
(akli ve felsefi ilimler) (p. 43). Also an 
acquisition is included with the aim 
of enabling students to distinguish 
between “positivist understanding of 
science” and “pre-modern (kadim) un-
derstanding of science” (p. 52). 2018 
History curriculum also allocates a 
considerable space to Islamic under-
standing of science and emphasizes the 
distinction between “religious (nakli) 
and intellectual (akli) sciences” (p. 27) 
whereas 2007-2008 History curricula 
do not include an Islamic understand-
ing of science at all. The way 2015 and 
2018 curricula draw a distinction be-
tween religious and intellectual sci-
ences is very similar to the discourses 
of the Religious Culture and Morality 
textbooks. Also, the following acqui-
sition in 2015 curriculum resonates 
with the totally relativist conceptual-
isation of law pervading the curricu-
lum: “It is discussed that positivism, 
which was accepted as the dominant 
practice of doing science in XIXth cen-
tury Europe and in the XIXth-century 
World is not the only method of sci-
ence recorded in the World history 

of science” (p. 53). In addition to the 
distinction drawn between different 
scientific paradigms, the production of 
scientific knowledge is constructed in 
the 2015 curriculum as a realm that is 
closely linked to faith. While the ap-
proaches of the 2015 and 2018 curric-
ula to science can be made sense of in 
the context of historical struggles for 
hegemony rooted in the relationship 
between science and power, the impli-
cations of the changing understanding 
of science for science education need 
further exploration. During the 19th 
century Ottoman Empire, European 
influence in the scientific realm was 
inextricably linked to the maintenance 
of social order (Yalçınkaya, 2010). 
While the official approach to science 
in this period was the idea that knowl-
edge alone would not make one virtu-
ous (Yalçınkaya, 2010), students edu-
cated in Western missionary schools 
were seen to be under the risk of being 
led “astray” (Yalçınkaya, 2011, p.165)

Acquisitions on Secularim

Acquisitions on the principle of secu-
larism6, which existed in 2005 Social 
Studies Curriculum, are not includ-
ed in the 2015 and 2018 curricula of 
the same subject. These acquisitions 
emphasize the aspect of secularism 
that means being free from religious 

6	 The word laicism rather than secula-
rism is used in the curricular texts. 
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pressure and provides a positive treat-
ment of the concept of secularism by 
associating it with freedom of religion 
and conscience, democracy, and pop-
ular rule. However, concepts such as 
societal peace, human rights, and in-
dividual freedoms are not adequate-
ly emphasized and clarified through 
concrete examples while legitimising 
the principle of secularism. Instead, 
historical concepts are foregrounded 
and secularism tends to be legitimised 
with reference to Kemal Atatürk’s au-
thority. “National unity and cohesion” 
is another value deployed to legiti-
mise secularism. That the acquisitions 
on secularism are largely placed under 
the learning area “Culture and Heri-
tage” and the way they are dealt with 
differentiates the 2005 Social Studies 
Curriculum from its 2018 counterpart, 
to which it resembles in many respects 
such as the nationalist approach per-
vading this learning area.

Emphasis on Religion as an 
Organising Power

With 2015 History Curriculum, em-
phasis starts to be placed on the or-
ganising power of religion in social 
and political life. Reference to reli-
gious concepts in the explanations of 
the acquisitions is also discernible. 
While it may not be surprising to en-
counter such a pattern in a history cur-
riculum, the way different curriculum 

texts from different periods deal with 
religion is telling since, Seixas (2004) 
suggests, the way the past is made 
sense of has implications for one’s un-
derstanding of the present and future.

2015 History Curriculum places a 
particular emphasis on religion while 
conceptualising the legitimisation of 
political power. 2018 Curriculum of 
the same subject is similar to 2015 
in this respect, albeit with less em-
phasis and details. Islamisation of the 
annexed lands through manipulation 
of demographic characteristics is also 
accentuated in 2018 History Curricu-
lum. Although the acquisitions relat-
ed to this topic deal with the events 
that took place in the distant past, no 
attempt is made to clarify what such 
practices, which are unacceptable un-
der present conditions, tell us about 
the present or what should be inferred 
from such controversial past experi-
ences. Such a way of dealing with con-
troversial historical practices runs the 
risk of acquisitions being translated 
into textbooks in a way that normaliz-
es or romanticizes these practices.

Narratives on national history tend 
to be structured in accordance with 
the present and past needs of the na-
tion (Lewis, 1975) and this process 
involves remembering and forgetting 
particular events (Mccrone, 1998). 
Moreover, national history is rein-
vented through national myths and 
particular important events in order 
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to construct particular shared experi-
ences and qualities as distinctive char-
acteristics of a nation’s identity (Nah-
miyaz, 2018). Hence, the qualities and 
events emphasized by a history curric-
ulum provide clues about curriculum 
development priorities.

Whereas 2005 Life Knowledge 
Curriculum emphasizes ethics in be-
haviour regulation, ethics is not among 
the topics covered in the 2015 and 
2018 curricula of the same subject. In 
2005 Curriculum, “behaving ethically” 
is given as part of the “self-regulation” 
skill. Also, the following acquisition 
involving ethical behaviour is includ-
ed in the curriculum: “Observes how 
ethical behaviour is valued among the 
family members and relatives” (2005, 
p. 115). This acquisition is also linked 
to other acquisitions on family rules 
and duties and relationships with 
friends and others. Rather than ethics, 
2015 and 2018 curricula place empha-
sis on values.

2019 Turkish Language Curricu-
lum, which is similar to the curricu-
la of the previous periods in many 
aspects, includes religious terms that 
are linked to behaviour regulation and 
given as part of recommended topics. 
Some of these terms, which do not ex-
ist in the 2005 and 2015 counterparts, 
are “haram” (forbidden by Islam), “ha-
lal” (acceptable according to Muslim 
law), “kul hakkı” (rights of a mortal)” 
(p. 15).

Gender and Gender Equality

Curricula of all the three periods are 
indifferent to the concepts related to 
gender and tend to avoid the term 
gender equality. Although 2005 Cur-
riculum is the only one that includes 
acquisitions on women’s rights and 
mentions gender-related social devel-
opments as one of the rationales for 
the curricular change, it also avoids 
the term gender equality. The curric-
ular texts include such ambiguous 
phrases as “value attached to women” 
(Social Studies, 2018, p. 22), “the place 
of the Turkish women in our society” 
(Social Studies, 2005, p. 37), “the place 
of women in the society” (HTR, 2018, 
p. 2).

At a time when awareness on gen-
der equality and gender-based rights 
has been raised worldwide and in Tur-
key, it would be reasonable to expect 
that 2005 Curriculum would consti-
tute a small step forward for develop-
ing a gender-aware curriculum and the 
curricula of the later years would ad-
vance the preceding progressive steps. 
However, contrary to the expectations, 
2015 Curriculum, which makes a 
claim to acquaint students with par-
ticular values, and 2018 Curriculum, 
which claims to have placed values in 
its core, are even behind the preceding 
curriculum since they removed acqui-
sitions on women’s rights.
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The term “gender equality” is in-
cluded only in 2019 Turkish Lan-
guage curriculum, among the recom-
mended topics in the on “Rights and 
Freedoms” (p. 15). There is no other 
mention of the term and no explana-
tion on how “gender equality” as the 
recommended topic is to be dealt with 
in classroom context or in textbooks. 
Another term that accompanies “gen-
der equality” in the same section is 
“gender justice”. When the dominant 
approach in the curriculum is taken 
into account, it seems highly unlikely 
to offer a nuanced discussion of gen-
der justice as it is dealt with by gen-
der theories. It would be worthwhile 
to remember the political and social 
context of gender justice discourse in 
Turkey. Gender justice in Turkey has 
recently been suggested by conserva-
tive groups as a replacement for the 
term gender equality (Baba, 2019; 
Özdek, 2016; Yarar, 2020). Conserva-
tives supporting wider use of gender 
justice argue that caution needs to be 
taken in adopting the terms offered by 
modernity and recommend develop-
ing women-centred policies by taking 
into account the values and cultural 
dynamics of the society (See, Aydın 
Yılmaz, 2015). According to Özdek 
(1994), such culture-based approaches 
reject an understanding of universal 
human rights, hence women’s rights, 
and run the risk of legitimising gender 
inequalities. Gender justice approach, 

which has been proposed by conserva-
tive non-governmental organisations, 
promotes “nature” based gendered di-
vision of labour and therefore contrib-
utes to the perpetuation of patriarchal 
social relationships (Özdek, 2016).

CONCLUSION

The research summarised in this re-
port sought to carry out a comparative 
analysis of curricular texts belonging 
to the curricula of 2005, 2015, and 
2018 with the aim of analysing the 
way they dealt with the concepts of 
gender equality and secularism. It can 
be argued that the patterns of change 
observed in the curricular programs 
align with the changing tendencies in 
Turkish politics.

The tendency to avoid using the term 
“gender equality” characterises all the 
curricula analysed within the scope 
of the research. However, the acquisi-
tions on women’s rights that existed in 
2005 Curriculum, albeit framed from 
a very limited perspective, have been 
removed from the curricula of the suc-
ceeding periods. The removal of these 
acquisitions can be explained to a cer-
tain extent by the changes occurring 
in the narration of national history but 
cannot be reduced to it since it would 
have been possible to include the is-
sue of women’s rights by stripping 
it off its historically contested back-
ground and by foregrounding wom-



Report Summary: Turkey’s Curricula from 2005 to 2020: Gender Equality and Secularism

11

en’s active involvement in the process 
of attainment of rights. Hence, the re-
moval of the acquisitions that involve 
positive conceptualisation of wom-
en’s rights instead of revisiting and 
keeping them can be seen as a policy 
choice made in accordance with the 
gender vision of the program develop-
ers and decision makers. Such a vision 
resonates with the currently hege-
monic vision dominating Turkish pol-
icy. Women’s rights and entitlements 
in current Turkish politics are being 
made an active subject of dispute at 
a time when young women’s expecta-
tions concerning their life choices and 
prospects have been heightened by 
changing societal dynamics (Kandiy-
oti, 2016). However, it is worthwhile 
to remember that removal of wom-
en’s rights from the recent curricula 
does not point to a smooth and linear 
process of transformation. Compared 
to the transformation of the curricu-
la with respect to the way secularism 
is dealt with, the transformation of 
gender related issues is less conspic-
uous. Conflicts within the hegemonic 
political Islamist movement over the 
status of women (Yılmaz, 2015), the 
already-limited gender vision of the 
previous curricula, increasing public 
awareness on gender related issues, 
and societal transformation triggered 
by economic and technological devel-
opments might be among the factors 
contributing to this.

That 2018 Social Studies Curriculum 
offers a relatively more exclusionary 
conceptualisation of culture is also in 
agreement with the dominant tenden-
cies in Turkish politics. As the ruling 
party turned in 2011 to authoritarian 
oppositional politics built on the binary 
of “us” versus “them”, one of its central 
strategies has been to resuscitate the 
traditional understanding of feminini-
ty and female sexuality and to adopt a 
more hostile approach to seculars and 
non-Muslim Western World, construct-
ing them as others (Yarar, 2020).

Similar to the changing curricular 
tendencies explained above, the treat-
ment of law as a completely relative 
construct, which might hold nega-
tive implications for women’s rights 
and human rights, resonates with the 
dominant policy approach aiming to 
circumscribe women’s rights protect-
ed by the legal framework and interna-
tional agreements. The recent dispute 
over the Council of Europe Convention 
on Preventing and Combating Violence 
against Women and Domestic Violence 
is one among the many examples that 
demonstrate such attempts. The con-
servative press and organisations pres-
surized the government to withdraw 
from the convention, which offered 
gender-equality based solutions to do-
mestic violence. The convention stipu-
lates in one of its articles that “Parties 
shall ensure that culture, custom, re-
ligion, tradition or so-called “honour” 
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shall not be considered as justification 
for any acts of violence covered by the 
scope of this Convention” (Council of 
Europe, 2011, p.11, 19). Prominent po-
litical figures from the government 
spoke of plans for withdrawal as the 
convention was found to be antithet-
ical to Turkish family values, which 
aroused public outcry in the society.

The removal of acquisitions on sec-
ularism can be considered as a back-
ward step from the ideal of democrat-
ic education. Although the curricular 
changes in 2017 have largely been 

associated with the Islamisation of 
the education system, the dominance 
of ethno-religious discourses, particu-
larly in the history curricula, predate 
2017 Curriculum and can be traced 
back to 2015.

The differences between the curricula 
of different periods can be explained 
by differing policy choices and curric-
ular visions of the curriculum devel-
opers and policy makers rather than as 
unintended or overlooked outcomes of 
the curriculum development process.
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