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This study investigates the factors contributing to the weakening of secular 

education in Türkiye, originally shaped by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. The 

weakening of secular education became particularly evident when evolutionary 

theory was removed from the high school curriculum in 2017. Some scholars 

argue that this decline was caused by politicians, religious groups, and 

segments of the public who oppose secular education since it encourages the 

young generation to keep religion separate from everyday life. To fulfil the 

objective of this study, qualitative methods were employed, with a particular 

focus on textual analysis of relevant primary and secondary materials. 

Additionally, this study employs a constructivist approach to gain a better 

understanding of how educational reforms impact knowledge construction in 

Türkiye. The findings reveal that political, religious, and social factors have 

played a significant role in the complex and controversial process of removing 

evolutionary theory from the curriculum. This decision is part of Türkiye’s 

political strategy to strengthen conservative and Islamic values in society, 

weaken the secular traditions of modern Türkiye, and integrate more religious 

perspectives into the national education system. 
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Introduction 

The growth of secular ideas is intrinsically linked to the spread of secular education. Secularism 

was developed in the 18th century after the Religious Wars and the Thirty Years’ War had 

weakened the dominance of religious authority in politics. As Blaise Pascal recognised that 

men commit evil completely and willingly when motivated by strong religious belief (Stueland 

2013). According to John Locke, the state exists to protect life, liberty, and property through 

rational governance, whereas religion must remain a free and voluntary matter to prevent 

oppression and conflict (Usta 2005). This separation of roles has been reinforced and spread 

globally through the expansion of modern education since the mid-19th century which has 

transformed how knowledge is organized and transmitted, including in the Muslim world 

(Herrera 2004). During World War I, Türkiye’s period of national struggle after the occupation 

of the Ottoman Empire by foreign powers. These events set the stage for the founding of the 

modern Republic of Türkiye. Unlike the Ottoman Empire which was strongly tied to Islam, the 

Republic founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was explicitly secular. Atatürk and his associates 

believed that Islam’s role in Ottoman society and politics had hindered modernization. The 

new republic introduced reforms to emancipate women and eliminate the influence of Islam in 

education, law, and public administration, while also banning religious brotherhoods and folk 

Islam, which they viewed as obstacles to positivist thinking (Akyol 2021). In 1924, Atatürk 

introduced a series of secularising reforms, including the unification of the education system 

under state control and the establishment of secular schools, replacing the religious institutions 

of the Ottoman period (Karapehlivan 2019). 

 

Secular education was crucial for the to the formation of the Republic of Türkiye and the 

building of new citizen who was modern, accepted the Western ideals, and spoke Turkish 

instead of Arabic. Atatürk establishes a similar definition of citizenship to the previous 

Ottoman empire. Under the Ottoman Constitution of 1876, all people living within the empire, 

regardless of religion or race whether Muslim, Christian, or Jewish were recognized as 

Ottoman citizens (tebaa), indicating an early intention to treat diverse communities equally 

under the law. Similarly, the Article 88 of 1924 Constitution of Atatürk’s Republic defined all 

individuals within Türkiye’s borders as Turkish citizens, again without distinction of religion 

or ethnicity. However, what changed was the scale and purpose of this citizenship: unlike the 

vast Ottoman Empire, the modern Republic of Türkiye covered a much smaller territory, 

limited to Anatolia and part of Thrace. Moreover, while Ottoman subjects maintained strong 

religious or ethnic identities, Atatürk’s vision emphasized a unified, secular national identity, 

encouraging all citizens to identify primarily as Turkish to strengthen national unity. Unlike 

the vast Ottoman Empire, the modern Republic of Türkiye covered a much smaller territory, 

limited to Anatolia and part of Thrace. Moreover, while Ottoman subjects maintained strong 

religious or ethnic identities subjects to Ottoman tebaa, Atatürk’s vision emphasized a unified, 

secular national identity, encouraging all citizens to identify primarily as Turkish to strengthen 

national unity (Siska 2017). Atatürk and his successors education had three important roles to 

fulfil including realisation of the modernisation project, formation of the nation-state, and 

achievement of the economic development (Karapehlivan 2019). Similarly, a study by Husin 

et al. (2022) found that education supported by inclusive economic policies and religious 

tolerance contributes to fostering national stability. 

 

The period from 1923 to 1946 in Türkiye is known as the single-party era, during which the 

Republican People’s Party, founded by Atatürk, ruled the country without political opposition. 

During this time, educational policies aimed to instil new social, political, and cultural values 
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and to build the institutional foundations of the newly established nation-state (Rabo and Gök 

2007). Atatürk drew his desired model of modern Türkiye’s education system after the French 

Republican approach to shape citizens who were secularly educated, Western-oriented, valued 

scientific inquiry, and rejected religious instruction in public schools (Fortna 2018; Akyol 

2019). French secularism (laïcité) culminating in the 1905 Law on the Separation of Churches 

and State, and is based on the strict separation of religion from state affairs to ensure a neutral 

public sphere and protect individual freedom of belief. In contrast, Türkiye’s secularism 

(laiklik), does not fully separate religion from the state but rather places it under state control. 

In 1924, the Turkish Republic introduced decisive measures to curb the political influence of 

Islam carried over from the Ottoman era. The establishment of the Presidency of Religious 

Affairs (Diyanet) ensured that religious life would be organized, funded, and supervised 

directly by the state (Rigoulet-Roze 2025). In the same year, the Law of Unification of 

Instruction (Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu) abolished religious instruction in public schools and 

placed the entire education system under the Ministry of National Education (Genç 2018). It 

introduced new requirements, such as requiring approval from the Ministry of National 

Education before opening a school, as well as for the ministry to prepare curricula (Unal 2015). 

One of the literal examples of this education push was provided by Atatürk who traveled across 

Türkiye in 1982 with a blackboard and personally gave lessons on how to write the new Latin 

alphabet (Fortna 2018). During the Ottoman era, Turkish literature was deeply influenced by 

Persian and Arabic literary traditions (Arslan 2019). In order to break away from these Islamic 

cultural ties and foster a distinct national identity, Atatürk Kemal decided that it was essential 

to make Ottoman language obsolete by removing it from Turkish people’s memory (Yılmaz 

2011). The adoption of Latin alphabet served a positive step towards bridging Türkiye’s 

cultural divide with the West although it did not fully change how Western states perceived 

Türkiye (Gulmez, et al. 2023). 

 

In the Ottoman era, teaching programs or curricula appear to have been divided into three 

faculties or specialties which are religion and law, natural sciences, and instrumental or 

auxiliary for other sciences. Tafsir (interpretation of the Quran), Hadith (the Prophet’s sayings), 

Fiqh (Islamic law), Kelam (Islamic philosophy defending faith Tevhid or unity), along with 

subjects such as Natural Sciences (philosophy, mathematics, astronomy) and, Instrumental 

Sciences (logic, rhetoric, and aesthetics), were among the main areas covered (Tarman, 2011). 

However, despite this relatively broad scope in practice, education remained largely limited to 

religious studies, and access to schools was highly restricted for much of the population (Unal 

2015). By the time of the War of Independence 1919–1923, the Ottoman system had left the 

population with very low literacy with only was a rate of 7 percent of literate among the people 

(Fig. 1). After the establishment of the Republic of Türkiye, Türkiye’s schools became more 

secular, scientific subjects were given greater emphasis, religious schools declined in 

prominence, and teaching methods gradually shifted toward encouraging student participation 

and open discussion (Tarman 2011). Atatürk sought to modernize Turkish education which 

required adopting a modern Western-inspired model by John Dewey. In 1924, Atatürk’s 

government invited Dewey to Türkiye to evaluate the national education system and provide 

recommendations. Dewey’s observations and proposals significantly shaped the country’s new 

education policies. He advocated for modern curricula and textbooks that promoted scientific 

knowledge including the teaching of the evolutionary theory of humans (Şahin 2017) which 

aimed to cultivate students’ independent thinking skills (Tarman 2011). However, until today, 

conservative segments in Türkiye’s society continue to reject or question the theory of 

evolution because they perceive it as conflicting with Islamic beliefs and values (Girit 2017). 
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This is reflected in a study involving 1,098 undergraduate students from eleven Turkish 

universities, which showed that the proportion of students who rejected or were undecided 

about evolution was higher than that of those who accepted it (Fig. 2) (Peker et al. 2009).  

 

   
Figure 1. Literacy Rates During the Independence War (1919–1923), (Carkoglu, Ali. 

2002) 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Students’ Views on Evolution in Türkiye Education, (Ciftci, Kemal. 2013) 

 

Türkiye’s education always being the medium of clashes among secularist and Islamic 

conservatives. Since the founding of the Republic of Türkiye, education has been the battlefield 

for defining the Türkiye’s identity whether modern, secular, and Western-oriented or 

conservative and Islam-rooted (Siska 2017). The Turkish military historically saw itself as the 

guardian of secularism. Under Atatürk, Türkiye’s modern education reforms were inspired by 

progressive educational philosophies which align with the constructivist theory. 

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

Literate Men Literate Women Could Read and Write (of

literates)

28%

21%

51%

Accepted Rejected Undecided



 

 

 
Volume 10 Issue 42 (December 2025) PP. 106-130 

  DOI 10.35631/IJLGC.1042009 

110 

 

Constructivism emphasizes that students actively construct knowledge through experience and 

critical thinking, rather than passively absorbing information. This approach supported a 

secular, scientific, and inquiry-based curriculum, sharply contrasting with the rote 

memorization of traditional religious education (Karapehlivan 2019). For example, Necmettin 

Erbakan who led the Islamist Welfare Party was forced out of power in 1997 by a post-modern 

coup driven by secular elites and the military to stop what they saw as Islamization (Topçu 

2008). In recent decades, however, secular education has faced renewed challenges under 

President Erdoğan’s leadership. Many secularists view Erdoğan’s educational reforms 

including the expansion of religious schools and increased religious content in curricula as 

undermining Türkiye’s secular foundations (Weise 2017; Amraoui and Edroos 2018). Beyond 

political decisions, Turkish society remains deeply divided. Some families uphold Atatürk’s 

vision of a secular, modern nation, while others advocate for an education system that reflects 

Islamic values and traditions (Afanasieva et al., 2014). This social divide is also reflected 

among the younger generation, as many young Muslims struggle against religious restrictions 

imposed by devout parents. Young Muslims increasingly adopt behaviours that challenge 

traditional norms such as more liberal dress, disregard for fasting rules, and a rising 

identification as non-believers or atheists, which has grown from nearly zero in 2008 to around 

6 percent in 2021 (Fadil et al. 2023). Erdoğan and his Justice and Development Party (AKP: 

Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) are undermining modern Türkiye’s secular foundations by pushing 

a conservative agenda that includes removing evolution theory from the curriculum (Gumrukcu 

2017). The theory of evolution is often considered blasphemy in the Muslim world, and a 

sizable portion of the population rejects it (Farouq 2021). In fact, a study found that only about 

25 percent of Turkish citizens accept the theory of evolution, one of the lowest acceptance rates 

in Europe (Miller et al. 2006). The theory’s removal in 2017 from the curriculum is interpreted 

as a rejection of scientific knowledge in favour of religious beliefs (The New Arab 2017). 

 

Thus, based on the above assertions and justifications, gaining control over education policy is 

essential to influencing the next generation. Referring to one of the International Relations (IR) 

theory, which is constructivism, it suggests that the active role of learners in constructing 

knowledge through experience and social discourse is very important as a certain type of 

education was able to influence their experience and impacted their understanding in the future 

(Pande and Bharathi 2020). It is possible to argue that education can be shaped to fit a particular 

interest, whether that interest comes from a community or an individual. To achieve the 

objective of the study, this paper adopts a qualitative approach, specifically through textual 

analysis, to examine the factors contributing to the weakening of secular education in Türkiye. 

 

Methodology  

Qualitative research is a type of investigation that focuses on understanding phenomena 

through in-depth textual analysis and narrative data (Tenny et al., 2022). Textual analysis is a 

technique used to quantify qualitative variables by analysing textual data from various sources. 

The selection of these textual sources was guided by the relevance to topic on political 

knowledge among student in higher education and civic education in Malaysia. Specifically, 

this study retrieved academic sources across multiple databases, including Web of Science 

(WoS), Scopus, SpringerLink, Emerald Insight, and Google Scholar to ensure comprehensive 

coverage of publications. Besides that, online news articles, institutional reports and policy on 

civic education in Malaysia were analyse based to ensure diverse perspectives. Secondary data 

from previous studies, surveys, and official reports were also incorporated to validate and 

enrich the analysis. Integrating textual analysis with secondary data enabled cross-verification 
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of findings, identification of key trends, and a deeper understanding of the role of political 

leaders, religious scholar and masses towards secular education as factors of the weakening 

secular education in Türkiye.         

 

The Concept of Secular Education 

The term secular originates from the Latin word “saeculum,” which refers to two meanings: 

time and space. In the context of time, secular refers to now or the present, while in the context 

of space, it refers to the world. Etymologically, secularism can be interpreted as an 

understanding that only emphasizes present worldly life, without considering religious and 

spiritual elements (Arroisi et al. 2020). In this context, secular education refers to an 

educational framework that is not based on any religious doctrine or creed and is typically 

administered by the state. It is based on principle of secularism which emphasises the 

institutional separation of religion from state affairs, including education (Bertrand 2014). 

Under this framework, the government that be guided by the constitutions holds the authority 

to establish and regulate public education. However, once religious components are introduced 

into a secular institution, it frequently raises concerns about the appropriate role of religion in 

state-run education (Huntsberry 1974). These concerns are drawn from Huntsberry’s (1974) 

analysis of how secular education impacts religious perspectives through two main 

presuppositions which are experiential and the experimental. The experiential presuppositions 

asserts that human experience solely accepted as valid knowledge and religious beliefs, or 

miracles are treated as subjective or cultural interpretations. Meanwhile, the experimental 

presupposition argues that all knowledge is provisional and subject to alteration based on new 

facts or perspectives, complements this position. From these perspectives, nothing is 

considered absolutely true including religious beliefs since everything subject to critical 

inquiry, continual testing and contextual reassessment.  

 

For instance, Huntsberry (1974) illustrates how secular education reinterprets religious 

narratives through human experience, as seen in the case of the Exodus. While religious 

believers regard as a historical act of divine intervention and a central narrative in Judaism and 

the Old Testament, secular educators view it as a story created by a group of people who 

experienced hardships in specific historical context. This reflects the experiential 

presuppositions, in which the belief that God was directly involved is treated as a personal and 

cultural interpretation rather than a proven fact. From the experimental perspective, the story 

of the Exodus can be reinterpreted, critically examined, or even questioned, depending on new 

evidence or evolving ideas. This shift reflects growing concern among religious communities 

that state-enforced secularism under Kemalist leadership suppressed religious expression and 

restricted individual liberties, particularly for those who shared Islamic beliefs (Rear 2014). 

Some secularists argue that this kind of system is still acceptable. However, secular education 

system that tries to accommodate every religious belief creates significant challenges.  

 

According to Copson (2018), implementing a religiously adapted education system involves 

several significant challenges. First, patterns of belief and religious affiliation evolve over time. 

An education system that initially favours certain dominant religions may continue to prioritise 

them even as societal beliefs shift, thereby marginalising emerging or minority faiths. Second, 

it is practically unfeasible for the state to design an education model that accommodates the 

full spectrum of religious diversity. Even within the same religious tradition, young generation 

and families often interpret and practise their faith differently. Interfaith households and 

personal deviations from doctrinal teachings further complicate any attempt to provide 
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religiously specific education without discrimination. Third, an overemphasis on parental 

belief overlooks the rights of young generation, who are entitled to freedom of thought, 

conscience, and religion as they develop. A secular education system goal is to provide a 

neutral, inclusive, and balanced learning environment that does not promote or favour any 

particular religion or belief system. But instead, it respects diversity, protects individual 

freedom of belief, and equips students with critical thinking skills to make their own informed 

choices about religion, morality, and worldview. 

 

The Evolution Theory in Education 

The evolution theory is a foundational concept in biology that offering a scientifically validated 

explanation for the diversity of life on earth (National Geographic 2023). It is grounded in the 

core principle that heritable traits in populations evolve over time due to mechanisms of natural 

selection (Harms and Reiss 2019). A phenomenon in natural selection known as genetic drift 

refers to random changes in population’s traits happen by randomly, not they are stronger or 

more suited to the environment. For example, certain individuals have more offspring just by 

chance, even if they lack features that typically support survival (National Geographic 2023). 

The theory of evolution, first introduced by Charles Darwin, explains gradual adaptation 

through natural selection (Dixon and Shapiro 2022), and is now expanded in contemporary 

biology to include mechanisms like genetic drift, in which traits may be passed on by chance 

rather than fitness. Theory of evolution serves as an integrated framework in the biological 

sciences, encompassing a wide range of disciplines such as genetics, ecology, and physiology 

(Ashraf and Sarfaraz, 2016).  

 

The controversy surrounding the teaching of evolution in the United States (US) highlights the 

enduring tension between secular science and religious belief. Despite being a well-established 

scientific theory, supported by overwhelming evidence and endorsed by the global scientific 

community, evolution continues to face opposition from many theologically conservative 

groups (Pew Research Center 2024). These groups often advocate for the inclusion of 

creationism or intelligent design in school curricula, viewing Darwinian evolution as a direct 

challenge to religious teachings about the origin of life. In Türkiye, the evolution theory status 

in the curriculum reflects the ongoing tension between secular and religious worldviews. After 

the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Atatürk’s reforms in the 1920s and 30s aimed to modernize 

Türkiye and reduce the influence of religion in public life. As part of this vision, evolutionary 

theory was integrated into the national curriculum, symbolizing a commitment to science, 

rational thought, and Western education models. Atatürk even contributed to writing textbooks 

defending evolution and materialist science (William 2008).  

 

However, this secular vision has faced repeated challenges. Since the 1980s, and especially 

under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s AKP, there has been a marked increase in Islamic influence on 

educational policies. In 2017, evolution was officially removed from the national high school 

curriculum, representing a dramatic shift toward religious conservatism in education (Pew 

Research Center 2024). Groups like the Science Research Foundation (BAV: Bilim Arastirma 

Vakfi), have promoted creationist views, distributing materials such as the Atlas of Creation 

across schools and universities. Their actions, backed by substantial funding, reflect a broader 

to replace evolution with religious explanations of life, mirroring similar efforts by creationists 

in the US. This trend has raised serious concerns among scientists and educators. According to 

Turkish evolutionary biologist Aykut Kence, the push against evolution threatens the scientific 

integrity of the education system and undermines students’ ability to engage critically with 
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biological science. Despite these pressures, many academics and students, particularly at 

institutions like Middle East Technical University (METU) in Ankara, continue to defend 

evolutionary science. They have hosted international experts and filled lecture halls with 

hundreds of students eager to learn about evolution signaling a strong base of support for 

scientific education (Pew Research Center 2024). The case of Türkiye demonstrates how 

curricular decisions about evolution are not just scientific or educational, but deeply political 

and ideological. The inclusion or removal of evolution reflects the broader struggle between 

secularism and religious fundamentalism, and has significant implications for how future 

generations are taught to understand life, science, and truth. 

Factors of Weakening Secular Education in Türkiye 

The strong, state-enforced secularist vision in Türkiye has been significantly weakened over 

the past decade due to political shifts and educational reforms (Genc 2018). Several factors 

have contributed to this decline, including the expansion of religious education, the exclusion 

of certain scientific themes such as evolution, and the promotion of the Turkish-Islamic 

Synthesis (TIS) ideology (Akyol 2019; Burak 2021). TIS, which combines elements of Turkish 

nationalism and Islamism, gained prominence in the 1970s and 1980s as a dominant political 

ideology aim to reconcile Islam with the secular state (Balci, 2009). Although Kemalism, 

introduced by Atatürk, initially sought to diminish the role of religion in public life, a shift 

occurred by the 1950s when some Kemalist elites began to see Islam as a useful tool for 

fostering national unity. This laid the ideological groundwork for the later emergence of the 

TIS in the 1970s and 1980s 

 

Under the leadership of the AKP and President Erdoğan, the state further aligned with this 

view, demonstrating that nationalism and Islam are compatible with Türkiye’s modern identity 

(Tobing and Nurwijoyo 2020). However, secularists argue that this shift, TIS erode the 

separation of religion and state, allowing Islamic values to shape public institutions, 

particularly education and potentially undermining secular principles (Amraoui and Edroos 

2018; Akyol 2019). The government through TIS advocacy has invested heavily in religious 

schools and revised curricula to reflect a more conservative Islamic orientation (Butler 2018). 

Notably, figures such as Ali Carkoğlu (former education minister and political science), Aykut 

Kence (evolutionary biologist in METU), and Ali Bardakoğlu (former head of the presidency 

of religious affairs, Diyanet) have played key roles in advancing religious education reforms 

(Yavuz and Ozturk 2019).  

 

Another factor contributing to the transformation of Türkiye’s secular education is the 

government's shifting stance on minority rights, particularly the Kurdish issue. In the early 

2000s, as part of European Union (EU)-aligned reforms, the AKP government-initiated policies 

that challenged the traditional Kemalist model of homogenized national identity. These 

included the recognition of Kurdish cultural rights and steps toward softening policies against 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK: Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê). However, these reforms 

were met with resistance from both secular nationalists and religious conservatives, who 

viewed them as a threat to national unity. In response, the government increasingly emphasized 

religious unity using Islam as a tool to consolidate national identity across ethnic lines. This 

shift coincided with the Islamisation of education and the marginalisation of secular content 

such as evolution, suggesting that both ethnic and ideological diversity are being suppressed in 

favour of a religiously conservative, unified national narrative. 
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This suppression of ethnic plurality aligned with the marginalisation of secular and scientific 

content in education, reinforcing a unified national-religious identity through textbooks and 

school policies. Due to significant changes in the country’s education system, younger 

generations and segments of the Turkish public are confronting their views on national 

education. These reforms, supported by many AKP-aligned citizens, are seen as part of a 

broader effort to cultivate a more religiously conservative society through schooling 

(Karapehlivan 2019). This ideological reorientation is also shaped by Türkiye’s strained 

relationship with the EU, where unfulfilled accession promises and cultural tensions have 

fueled public resentment and increased support for domestic religious-nationalist policies. As 

a result, secular education has been steadily reshaped, culminating in the removal of 

evolutionary theory from the national curriculum, a symbolic move that reflects the deeper 

ideological transformation of Türkiye’s education system. 

 

The Role of Political Leaders Towards Secular Education  

Political leaders have a significant impact in determining the educational direction of a country 

and in shaping the values of younger generations. Leaders which emphasizes Islamic work 

ethics and moral values able to cultivate responsible youths who are equipped to contribute to 

social harmony (Noh et al. 2015). As the founder and first president of modern Türkiye, Atatürk 

had the important contributions in shaping the education system. Unlike some contemporary 

political figures, Atatürk’s leadership implemented sweeping reforms to secularize and 

nationalize the education system, replacing the Ottoman Empire’s religiously influenced model 

with a Western-style, scientific curriculum (Karkazis 2021). During Turkey’s transition to a 

republican regime, republican elites adopted an assertive form of secularism (Erturk 2022). His 

vision was based on the concept that education should equip young generation with scientific 

and technological knowledge both in primary and secondary school for national progress (Unal 

2015). During this period, literacy rates rose from around 10 percent in the 1920s to over 70 

percent by the 1970s, and secular schools expanded significantly, even in rural areas (UNESCO 

2008). The curriculum reflected Enlightenment values and rationalist thinking that weakened 

the Islamic influence in public education and aligning Türkiye with European models (Erturk 

2022). 

 

In contrast, later political figures began to challenge this secular foundation. Necmettin 

Erbakan, serving as Prime Minister from 1996 to 1997, proposed a national identity based on 

Islamic values and reduced reliance on Western influence. He encouraged for the expansion of 

Imam Hatip schools, which are religious vocational high schools that teach prayer leaders while 

also promoting Islamic academics such as the Qur’an, Hadith, and Fiqh (Yinanç, 2018). 

Erbakan’s government came under scrutiny and pressure from the military, which forced the 

enactment of regulations aimed at curbing the rapid rise of Islamic activism, or da’wah, 

including reforms to the curriculum and education system (Karacan 1995). Subsequently, his 

government extending compulsory education from five to eight years (Cornell, 2018) and his 

support for religious schooling laid groundwork for future reforms. However, by the time 

Erbakan was forced from office by the military in 1997, Imam Hatip schools had developed 

into a parallel state-funded education system, educating approximately 11 percent of Turkey’s 

student population (Miller, 2014). By the late 1990s, over 500,000 students were enrolled in 

Imam Hatip schools, compared to just 72,000 in the 1970s (Genç, 2018), signalling the 

emergence of a dual-track education system. Despite his efforts to promote Islamic values, 

Erbakan was removed from power due to concerns from the military and secularist factions 

who felt threatened by his government. The military’s actions were driven by fears that 
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Erbakan’s administration was undermining secularism and the Kemalist reforms that had 

established Turkey as a secular and Western-oriented state (Amraoui and Edroos, 2018). 

 

This development intensified under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who rose to power in 2002. 

Erdoğan’s education policy marked a significantly differed from Atatürk’s secularism. 

Erdoğan’s administration massively expanded religious education, particularly Imam Hatip 

schools, while cutting resources to secular public schools (Butler 2018). By 2020, over 1.3 

million students were enrolled in Imam Hatip institutions, a twentyfold increase from 2002 

(Butler 2018). In 2018, the government allocated 6.57 billion Turkish Lira (approximately 

$1.68 billion USD) to these schools, nearly a quarter of the national upper-secondary education 

budget (Butler 2018). This expansion of religious education has drawn criticism for diverting 

resources and attention away from secular schools. Furthermore, a Erdoğan’s controversial 

decision came in 2017, when Erdoğan’s administration removed the theory of evolution from 

the high school biology curriculum. This move, justified by the claim that evolution was “too 

complex and controversial” for younger generations (Shaheen and Hatunoğlu 2017), was met 

with strong opposition from academics and secularists. Those academics and secularists’ critics 

viewed it as a direct assault on scientific literacy and an attempt to align science education with 

religious ideology. In fact, Türkiye already had the lowest public acceptance of evolution 

among European countries (Annac and Bahcekapili, 2012). Public protests like the Gezi Park 

movement in 2013 reflected broader resistance to this ideological shift. Demonstrators held 

forums on topics like evolutionary theory, and banners reading “We have been standing for 

four million years” symbolized resistance to anti-scientific educational reforms. In 2014, 

biologists launched the Ecology and Evolutionary Biology Symposium to promote academic 

dialogue in the face of increasing pressure (Altınışık 2022). As education is weakened and 

topics like evolution are removed, students lose the chance to ask questions and think critically. 

This goes against the main idea of constructivist learning, which encourages students to explore 

and build their own understanding. The importance of education in a multi-ethnic country is 

reflected in a recent study by Husin et al. (2023) which indicates that education supported with 

fair political practices and respect for religious and cultural diversity significantly fosters unity 

particularly among young generation.  

 

The Role of Religious Scholar Towards Secular Education  

Religious scholars and intellectual movements have profoundly influenced Türkiye’s 

education system, frequently challenging the secular foundations established by the Republic’s 

founding principles. One of the essential institutions in this process is the Diyanet which has 

played an emerging influence in embedding Islamic values into public education through 

curriculum content and teacher training (Butler and Altayli 2023). Among the most influential 

figures is Fethullah Gülen whose Hizmet (or Gülen) movement built an expansive network of 

over 1,000 schools both in Türkiye and internationally (Pew Research Center 2024). These 

schools formally obey to Türkiye’s secular curriculum but integrate Islamic ethics and 

discipline into everyday school culture that seeks to harmonize religious and academic 

development. The Gülen schools are widely respected for their emphasis on science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects and academic performance, with 

early foreign language instruction enhancing their appeal (Demir et al. 2000). Proponents argue 

that this synthesis of secular academic rigor and Islamic values cultivates globally competitive 

graduates with a strong ethical compass, positioning the schools as an appealing alternative to 

purely secular or state-run models. However, the Gülen movement’s approach has also 

attracted significant criticism. Detractors argue that the schools serve as vehicles for covert 
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religious proselytization, thereby undermining the secular ethos that underpins Türkiye’s 

national education policy (Tittensor 2014). The movement’s deep integration into the state 

bureaucracy, judiciary, and security apparatus further intensified concerns about its political 

ambitions and parallel influence within the Republic’s secular institutions (Aydıntaşbaş 2016). 

 

These tensions exacerbated following the 2016 coup attempt which the Erdoğan administration 

attributed to Gülen and his followers. In the aftermath, the government issued sweeping 

measures to demolish the movement's institutional presence, culminating in the closure of 

1,043 private schools, 1,229 foundations and associations, 35 medical facilities, 19 unions, and 

15 universities. The state treasury took all assets (Fig. 3) (Letsch 2016). This widespread 

elimination indicated how deeply the movement was embedded in Turkey's educational and 

sociopolitical fabric, as well as the state's willingness to protect secularism in the face of 

perceived threats to its ideological underneath. While these scholars have contributed to raising 

academic standards and promoting global competitiveness through innovative schooling 

models, their efforts to infuse education with Islamic values continue to challenge the 

Republic’s secular identity. The state’s aggressive response to the Gülen movement following 

the coup attempt highlights the enduring fragility of Türkiye’s secular education framework 

when confronted by organized religious networks that wield significant social and institutional 

power. 

 

 
Figure 3. Institutions Closed by Turkish Government Decree Following 2016 Coup 

Attempt 

 

The Role of Masses Towards Secular Education 

The Turkish public has long been a significant force in shaping the trajectory of secular 

education, serving both as a guardian of the Republic’s founding secularist ideals and as an 

active participant in contesting or endorsing government-led educational reforms 

(Karapehlivan 2019). Historically, the establishment of a secular and modern education system 

was central to Atatürk’s nation-building project, aimed at cultivating a citizenry aligned with 

Western scientific and democratic principles. However, the past two decades have witnessed 

profound shifts, marked by an increasing incorporation of religious content within the 

curriculum such as elective courses on the Quran, the Life of Prophet Muhammad, and Basic 

Religious Knowledge (Kadıoğlu 2021). While officially voluntary, limited secular alternatives 

mean that many students are indirectly compelled to enroll in these religious classes, raising 

alarms among secularist segments of society (Kadıoğlu 2021). 
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Secular-minded parents and civil society organizations have emerged as vocal defenders of 

Türkiye’s secular educational framework. They frequently criticize the ruling AKP 

government’s education policies for fostering what they perceive as an ideological drift 

towards religious conservatism. Many parents express fear that an intensified focus on religion 

in state schools could stifle critical thinking and academic freedom, potentially producing a 

generation less equipped to question authority or engage in scientific inquiry (Afanasieva et 

al., 2014). This public vigilance has manifested in various forms of resistance and advocacy. 

A concrete example is the widespread protests during the 2013 Gezi Park demonstrations, 

where citizens did not only rally against urban development plans but also criticized perceived 

authoritarianism and the erosion of secular values including concerns about the government’s 

growing influence over education policy. About 640,000 people had participated in the 

demonstrations as of 5 June. Protests took place in 78 of Turkey’s 81 provinces. The biggest 

protests have been in Istanbul, with reports of more than 100,000 protesters, according to the 

Human Rights Foundation of Turkey (Yinanç 2018). This event demonstrated that the masses 

could act as a powerful check on policies seen as undermining secularism. 

 

In addition to street protests, organized networks such as parents’ associations, teachers’ unions 

such as Eğitim-Sen, and secular advocacy groups have taken legal action against curriculum 

changes and have mobilized public opinion to demand policy reversals. These unions, often 

composed of prominent academics and educators, play a critical role in pressuring the 

government by leveraging media campaigns, petitions, and court challenges. For example, 

Eğitim-Sen has repeatedly sued the Ministry of National Education over mandatory religious 

courses and curriculum revisions, arguing that they violate the constitutional principle of 

secularism (Jones 2017). Conversely, significant segments of the population notably 

conservative, religious communities and supporters of the AKP actively endorse the integration 

of Islamic values into the education system. This faction believes that strengthening religious 

education fortifies national identity and moral values eroded by Westernization (Kirdiş 2021). 

They too organize, vote, and exert pressure through unions, religious community networks, 

and local governance structures to expand religious schooling options such as Imam Hatip 

schools. 

 

In Türkiye’s vibrant democratic setting, electoral outcomes directly shape education policy. 

Citizens’ choices at the ballot box determine the ideological orientation of the government, 

which in turn dictates the balance between secular and religious priorities in schooling (Kirdiş, 

2021). This underscores the masses’ role not only as protestors or supporters but as ultimate 

arbiters through democratic means. The general public in Türkiye plays an indispensable dual 

role: as both a safeguard against the dilution of secularism and as a driving force behind reforms 

that reflect the evolving religious sentiments of society. The persistent tension between 

secularists and conservatives highlights the deeply contested nature of education as a 

battleground for Türkiye’s identity. 

The Process of Removing the Evolutionary Theory in Education 

In 2017, Alpaslan Durmuş, then-chair of Türkiye’s Board of Education, announced the removal 

of the chapter on evolution theory from ninth-grade biology textbooks. He justified the changes 

by describing the theory as controversial and too complex for high school students (Shaheen 

and Hatunoğlu 2017). This decision marked a turning point in the AKP broader agenda to 

reshape Türkiye’s national curriculum in line with a more religiously conservative worldview. 

The AKP government, under President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, had already begun revising 

textbooks to reduce references to Atatürk and increase Islamic themes (Kingsley 2017). The 
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removal of the evolution sparked significant criticism from scientists, educators, and secular 

organizations, who viewed it as a regressive step for science education and a broader threat to 

secularism. Education Minister İsmet Yılmaz defended the reform, stating that evolution was 

a complex and debated topic better suited for higher education. In support of the curriculum 

change, the pro-AKP teachers’ union, Eğitim Bir-Sen, proposed in early 2017 the elimination 

of courses on Kemalism that further intensifying debates over ideological shifts in education. 

In contrast, the secular Education and Science Workers’ Union (Eğitim-Sen) publicly opposed 

the move, advocating for the continued inclusion of evolution in the high school curriculum. 

This stance is part of Eğitim-Sen’s long-standing commitment to defending secular and 

science-based education in Türkiye. On February 2015, the union organized a nation-wide 

boycott under the banner of “Secular and Scientific Education,” supported by dissident civil 

groups, Alevi associations, and the United June Movement (BHH). Eğitim-Sen affiliated 

teachers went on a one-day strike and marched to demand an education system free from 

religious influence and grounded in scientific principles including the right to teach evolution 

in schools (Şen 2018). 

 

The ideological push against evolution was also influenced by broader cultural and religious 

narratives. Prominent among these was Adnan Oktar, also known as Harun Yahya, a religious 

author and advocate of Islamic creationism. Through the distribution of his lavishly produced 

book, Atlas of Creation, Oktar challenged evolutionary theory by using pseudoscientific 

arguments that gained significant attention both nationally and internationally (Solberg 2013). 

Although not directly linked to the removal of evolution, another influential figure was 

Fethullah Gülen. Once a political ally of President Erdoğan, Gülen fostered a network of 

schools and scholars who often favoured religious explanations over scientific theories like 

evolution. Following the failed 2016 coup attempt which the government attributed to Gülen's 

movement, the AKP accelerated its efforts to centralize control over education and align it with 

a conservative, Islamic identity (Daftari 2024). These developments reflect not only a change 

in curriculum content but also a broader ideological transformation in Türkiye’s education 

system. Education policies have shifted away from secular, scientific traditions by minimizing 

evolution and emphasizing religious content. This process aligns with the government’s 

broader agenda of reinforcing a national-religious identity at the expense of critical, inquiry-

based learning. 

 

From the Perspectives of Political Leaders 

The AKP came to power in 2002 through political strategy, strategic alliances, and a strong 

support base grounded in religious conservatism. Although the AKP positioned itself as a 

centrist conservative party with democratic identities, but its Islamist origins remained strong 

(Kutay 2021). In the 2002 general election, it secured 34.2 percent of the popular vote and 363 

out of 550 parliamentary seats, enabling it to form the government (Carkoglu 2002). Once in 

power, the AKP gradually dismantled the influence of the secular bureaucracy and military, 

institutions that had long upheld the Kemalist legacy. The AKP’s governance can be examined 

through three phases: hegemony (2002–2007), predominance (2007–2014), and suspension 

(2014 onward).  

 

The Hegemon Period  

The hegemonic period of the AKP refers to its early rule following by its decisive victory in 

the 2002 general election. It secured 34.3 percent of the vote and 363 out of 550 parliamentary 

seats. This is enough to form a single-party government (Çarkoğlu 2002). This election victory 
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represented a significant shift from the Kemalist establishment that had long dominated 

Turkish politics through the military, judiciary, and bureaucratic institutions. The AKP 

demonstrated itself as a moderate, centrist-conservative party that distanced itself from overt 

political Islam and catered to a broad base, including liberal and leftist intellectuals. From 2002 

to 2007, under the leadership of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and with the key 

involvement of Abdullah Gül, the AKP prioritized stabilizing the economy and strengthening 

ties with the EU. During this period, the party also worked to build broad social consensus 

across religious, conservative, and liberal segments of society. 

 

This was achieved in part by capitalizing on widespread public dissatisfaction with decades of 

Kemalist governance which had alienated many conservative and religious citizens. By 2007, 

surveys showed increasing support for the AKP among the youth and urban poor, especially 

those previously marginalized by strict secular policies (Çiftci 2013). This shift was partly 

driven by persistent unemployment over 26 percent among urban youth, poverty 20.5 percent 

of the population, and low satisfaction with household income only 30.1 percent (Eligür 2007) 

(Fig. 4). Prior to 2002, Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit’s coalition government (DSP, CHP, MHP) 

had attempted economic reforms and advanced EU negotiations. However, the 2001 financial 

crisis one of the worst in Turkish history, which saw the Turkish lira lose nearly 50 percent of 

its value and unemployment spike to over 10 percent undermined public trust and led to the 

AKP’s rise. Although Abdullah Gül’s focus remained largely on foreign policy, 

democratization, and economic development rather than immediate educational reforms, the 

AKP’s early dominance enabled it to lay the groundwork for later ideological shifts. These 

included increased support for religious education and a gradual weakening of secular norms 

in state institutions, particularly the education system. 

 

 
Figure 4. Socioeconomic Indicators in Türkiye 2007. (Karkazis, John. 2021) 

 

The Predominance Period  

The predominance period of the AKP began with Abdullah Gül’s election as President of 

Türkiye in 2007, succeeding Ahmet Necdet Sezer. This transition marked a consolidation of 

the party’s power across both executive and legislative branches. In the same year, the AKP 

won the general election with nearly 47 percent of the national vote, securing 341 out of 550 

seats in parliament (Turkey Analyst 2008). During this period, political tensions over 

secularism deepened, while Türkiye’s bid for EU accession and its emerging role as the world’s 

largest host for Syrian refugees shaped the government’s domestic and international agenda 
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(Pope 2012). Between 2007 and 2014, under Gül’s presidency, the AKP introduced key 

education reforms that signalled a gradual departure from the secular Kemalist model. Among 

them was the expansion of Imam Hatip schools and the easing of university admissions for 

graduates from these religious institutions (Göğüş 2016). While their official vocational status 

remained unchanged, these reforms reflected the AKP’s broader strategy of promoting 

religious education. One of the cornerstone initiatives was the introduction of the Values 

Education (Değerler Eğitimi) program, which emphasized moral and religious teachings based 

on Islamic Akhlak (Çelik and Gür 2013). In 2012, a significant education reform bill extended 

compulsory schooling from eight to twelve years and enabled students as young as eleven to 

enroll in optional Quran classes (Sabral 2012). These changes stirred public debate, especially 

among secularist circles and opposition parties such as the CHP, who viewed them as efforts 

to erode Türkiye’s secular foundations. Nevertheless, these reforms effectively cemented the 

AKP’s ideological dominance and built institutional pathways for further religious influence, 

especially in the education sector. 

 

The Suspension Period  

The suspension phase marked by Erdoğan’s presidency beginning in 2014 which represented 

a more assertive departure from secular norms. Erdoğan adopted a populist and authoritarian 

style that emphasizing religious identity and increasing executive powers under the 2017 

constitutional referendum (Bâli 2018; Korkmaz 2021). One of the most evident signs of 

excessive executive power concentration is the original legislative authority granted to the 

president under Türkiye’s new constitutional system, coupled with the lack of parliamentary 

checks on this power (Bâli 2018). This centralization allowed sweeping control over 

institutions, including education. One of the most controversial educational reforms was the 

2017 removal of the theory of evolution from the national high school curriculum. While the 

government claimed that evolution was too complex for high school students, critics viewed 

this as a politically motivated shifted to undermine scientific reasoning (Shaheen and 

Hatunoğlu 2017; Cornell 2015). Concerns also intensified over the declining quality of science 

and technology education, as the AKP expanded Imam Hatip secondary schools and increased 

the number of religious education hours in public schools (Tol and Alemdaroglu 2020). 

Originally established to train prayer leaders, Imam Hatip schools have grown into mainstream 

institutions under Erdoğan's rule. By 2020, over 1.3 million students were enrolled in these 

schools, up from just 60,000 in 2002 (Butler 2018). 

 

These educational reforms raise serious concerns about the quality of science instruction in 

Türkiye. The removal of evolution, a central theory in biology, limits students’ opportunities 

to engage with evidence, explore natural phenomena, and think critically that are essential in 

modern, student-centered approaches such as constructivism. Instead, the curriculum 

increasingly reflects ideological aims, narrowing the space for open inquiry and individual 

understanding. Under the AKP’s leadership, particularly during Erdoğan’s tenure, these shifts 

reflect a broader effort to reshape national identity through religious and ideological 

frameworks at the expense of secular and scientific educational foundations. This relationship 

between the inclusive education and inter-ethnic understanding is significant was reflected 

among Malaysian youth as education guided by them towards fair governance and mutual 

respect among different religious and cultural groups to enhance ethnic unity (Husin et al., 

2022). 
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From the Perspective of Religious Scholars 

Several Muslim religious scholars who support creationism and oppose evolution have 

influenced the discussion on the removal of evolutionary theory from Türkiye’s education 

system. Among the most prominent figures is Harun Yahya who have published over 200 

books in Turkish and translated many of them into 51 other languages (Heneghan 2007). Yahya 

is the founder of the BAV, an organization dedicated to promoting Islamic creationism (Carrier 

2011). Through the widespread distribution of his materials, particularly the “Atlas of 

Creation,” Yahya has challenged the teaching of evolution, framing it as incompatible with 

religious belief. whose creationist agenda has significantly influenced both public opinion and 

educational policy. He has been effective in convincing educators to teach creationism as an 

alternative to the theory of evolution and in obtaining creationist materials into schools. 

 

Even before the removal of evolutionary theory from secondary public schools’ curriculum by 

AKP government in 2017, several books have been published and conferences have been 

hosted by Harun Yahya and BAV to promote creationism as an alternative to the theory of 

evolution (Hameed 2010). Numerous surveys indicate that the majority Muslims populated 

nations believe in creationism, and Türkiye has lately become the centre of the world's 

resistance to evolution under AKP (Paulson 2009). Only 25 percent of Türkiye’s citizens, 

according to science article in 2006, agreed with the theory of natural selection, which is one 

of the subtopics taught in Darwin’s theory of evolution, making Türkiye the centre of the 

world’s opposition to evolution (Altınışık 2022). This movement led by Oktar is concerned 

with using the internet to further an ideological cause especially by disseminating ideas that 

contradict the theory of evolution and propagate anti-evolutionary beliefs (Riexinger 2008). 

Hence, it is undeniable that the creationist movement, which is led by Oktar, has significantly 

undermined the teaching of evolution in Turkey by advocating for the eliminations of 

evolutionary theory from the curriculum. Meanwhile, Gülen opposes the evolutionary theory 

since it proposes but also evolution from one species to entirely another (Riexinger 2008). He 

obtained guidance from Sufi sheikhs, grew up in a Naqshbandi setting, which is a Sufi order 

in Islam founded by the 14th-century Central Asian Sufi named Bahauddin Naqshband. He was 

also exposed to the tenets of the mystical path and was raised in a Sufi tradition that placed a 

strong emphasis on obeying religious law and loving God. Fethullah Gülen and Said Nursi both 

oppose Darwin’s theory of evolution. Fethullah Gülen was influenced by Said Nursi (Pandya 

and Gallagher 2012).  

 

The views expressed in Gülen's book “The Truth of Creation and Evolution” are anti-

evolutionary, and he has written extensively on the subject, opposing the teaching of evolution 

in education institutions especially in Türkiye (Riexinger 2008). Gülen challenges the idea of 

evolution and criticises the way evolutionary theory is taught, especially the notion that humans 

descended from earlier species. He places a strong emphasis on the notion that Adam was the 

first human, and that Eve was created from Adam’s rib as miraculous creations that are not to 

be discussed in terms of cause and effect. The Gülen Movement led by Gülen have had a 

significant impact on Türkiye’s education reforms; in fact, there is evidence that Gülen has 

reinforced the AKP’s hold on power in order to realise his vision of reforming education. In 

accordance with the contribution of Gulen that influenced the removal of evolutionary theory 

is via its coalition with political leader, which is Erdoğan.  Concerning an uprising that some 

characterised as passive or quiet, this signalled the triumph of a coalition between two forces: 

the visible and political referring to AKP, and the unseen and spiritual nebula or sect led by its 

founding imam referring to Gülen (Balci 2022).  
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Gülen focuses his efforts on educating the next generation and assisting in the rise of new elites 

who are devout but unaffected by economic success, nationalist but engaged in globalisation, 

believers but never leaves behind the modernisation. It has been the goal of Gülen and his 

supporters to oppose the teaching of evolutionary theory in Türkiye. The inclusion of 

evolutionary theory in school’s curriculum has been opposed by Gülen himself, and the Gülen 

Movement has been able to promote creationism as a substitute theory for the origins of life 

because of an anti-evolutionary agenda (Shaheen and Hatunoğlu 2017). However, regarding 

the removal of evolutionary theory in 2017 from secondary school’s curriculum, there is no 

direct evidence that Gülen or his followers were involved. The cause of no involvement of 

Gülen by himself or Gülen’s followers comes when relationship between Gülen and Erdoğan 

began to deteriorate due to political conflict between them. To illustrate more, Gülenists or 

people loyal to Gülen particularly in the police and judiciary were accused by Erdoğan of 

creating a parallel state within the state, which meant they were operating independently of the 

civilian political leadership and were not accountable to the elected government (Shaheen and 

Hatunoğlu 2017). In fact, the Gülen Movement’s educational programmes and political 

influence in Türkiye have helps AKP came into power which enables government to remove 

evolution theory from the country's curricula (Arslan 2019). 

 

From the Perspective of Masses 

In the context of Turkish population and its secular education system, the masses represent the 

ordinary citizens, including parents, other students, and various community members who may 

not hold prominent positions in politics, academia, or religious institutions. Their perspectives, 

beliefs, and actions collectively contribute to the broader societal fabric. 

 

Parents Parents tend to have their own perspectives regarding the removal of evolutionary 

theory from the curriculum. Their opinions are often influenced by various sources such as, 

political views or religious beliefs. Some parents worry about excluding evolution because they 

believe it is essential for students to understand this foundational theory in biology and science 

(Kingsley 2017). Conversely, other parents may support the removal due to their faith-based 

convictions, particularly those aligned with Islamic views on creationism. These parents argue 

that teaching evolution in schools’ conflicts with their religious beliefs and is therefore 

inappropriate (Shaheen and Hatunoğlu 2017). Pressure on teaching the theory of evolution in 

Turkish classrooms existed long before its official removal in 2017. Mehmet Balik, former 

head of Eğitim-Sen reported ongoing pressure from parents and educators to stop teaching 

evolution (Jones 2017). Many parents feared that teaching both creationism and Darwin’s 

theory would confuse students because the ideas conflict (Jones 2017). Despite this, the 

government never held a referendum specifically on parents’ views about evolution. After the 

2016 coup attempt, public support for President Erdoğan rose, reshaping Turkish society and 

leading to more conservative policies, including education reforms aimed at raising “pious 

generations” (Weise 2017). Parental backing for Erdoğan strengthened during this time and 

was reflected in the April 16, 2017 referendum, where the “Yes” vote won narrowly with 51.4 

percent against 48.6 percent for “No” (Weise 2017). While the referendum did not directly 

address evolution, it demonstrated broad support for Erdoğan’s policies, encouraging the 

government to remove Darwin’s theory from the high school curriculum as part of its 

conservative education agenda. 
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Academic community The academic community in Türkiye including scientists, educators, 

and researchers has consistently opposed the removal of evolutionary theory from the high 

school curriculum. While no specific academic lobby group has been directly linked to this 

resistance, strong opposition has come from two major education trade unions: Eğitim-İş and 

Eğitim-Sen, both of which represent teachers, academics, and education workers across the 

country, albeit with differing political affiliations. Eğitim-İş, aligned with the Confederation of 

Turkish Trade Unions (Türk-İş), is known for its conservative and pro-government orientation 

(Gürcan et al. 2022). In contrast, Eğitim-Sen is affiliated with the Confederation of Public 

Workers’ Unions (KESK) and has a secular and progressive stance (Altınışık 2022). While 

Eğitim-İş has made controversial proposals, such as the removal of Kemalism from the 

curriculum and the introduction of compulsory religion classes for first-grade students (Girit 

2017), Eğitim-Sen has taken a firm stand in defense of secular and scientific education. While, 

in the Malaysian context, studies have shown that university students are influenced by their 

peers through group discussions, peer pressure, and identity development which plays a 

significant role in shaping youth political behaviour (Zainurin et al., 2024). 

 

On February 13, 2015, Eğitim-Sen organized a nationwide boycott campaign titled “Secular 

and Scientific Education”, in collaboration with Alevi associations, dissident civil 

organizations, and the Barikatlarla Halkla Hukukla Dayanışma (BHH). Teachers affiliated with 

the union participated in a one-day strike to demand the protection of secularism and scientific 

content in schools. The union’s opposition to AKP’s education policies came at a significant 

cost. On June 25, 2009, Sakine Esen Yılmaz, Executive Board Member and Gender Secretary 

of Eğitim-Sen, and Mehmet Bozgeyik, General Secretary and ETUCE Committee member, 

were arrested as part of government crackdowns (Şen 2018). In the following years, many 

Eğitim-Sen members, including teachers and academics, were dismissed or suspended, 

particularly after the failed coup attempt in July 2016. In the aftermath of the coup, the Turkish 

government declared a state of emergency and undertook mass eliminations targeting those 

suspected of having links to terrorist organizations or opposition groups. Among those affected 

were members of Eğitim-Sen. More than 1,500 educators and academics affiliated with the 

union were dismissed, signaling a broader effort to suppress dissent and neutralize critics of 

the AKP’s education agenda (Karkazis, 2021). 

 

After the 2016 coup attempt, this study returns focus to the central issue including the 2017 

removal of evolutionary theory from Türkiye’s national curriculum. Although Eğitim-Sen was 

in a vulnerable position due to mass arrests and dismissals of its members, it continued to resist 

government policies that were viewed as harmful to secularism and scientific education in 

Türkiye (Dennis et al. 2019). In response to the AKP government’s decision to eliminate 

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution from the high school curriculum, Eğitim-Sen publicly 

voiced its opposition, warning that the move could undermine secular and evidence-based 

education. The union argued that banning evolution contradicted the foundations of a modern 

secular curriculum. Despite increasing political pressure, many Eğitim-Sen members faced 

intimidation from school officials, fellow educators, and parents, who urged them not to discuss 

evolution in classrooms (Jones 2017). In contrast, Eğitim Bir-Sen a splinter group from Eğitim-

İş supported the government's move. Following the Ministry of Education's announcement to 

exclude evolution, Eğitim Bir-Sen called for the removal of Kemalism-related content from 

school curricula (Sol 2017). 
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Conclusion  

Overall, political, religious, and social factors have intricately shaped the controversial and 

multifaceted process of removing evolutionary theory from Türkiye’s high school curriculum. 

Central to this development was the AKP government under the leadership of President Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan, who advanced a broader political vision: to embed conservative and Islamist 

values more deeply within Turkish society, challenge the secular foundations established by 

the Kemalist republic, and reshape the education system in alignment with religious traditions. 

Religious figures such as Fethullah Gülen and Adnan Oktar (Harun Yahya) were instrumental 

in spreading anti-evolutionary sentiment. Gülen’s network of schools and media outlets, 

despite his later political rift with Erdoğan, helped cultivate a generation whose worldview was 

shaped by faith-based interpretations. Similarly, Oktar’s prolific publications especially Atlas 

of Creation that gained domestic and global attention by presenting counter-narratives to 

scientific theories, often employing a persuasive but misleading veneer of scientific reasoning. 

Rooted in religious traditions, both figures promoted a vision of education where spiritual 

conviction was interwoven with academic instruction, thus redefining the boundaries of science 

education in Türkiye. 

 

Politically, Türkiye’s shifting governance landscape facilitated these changes. The AKP’s 

progression through the hegemonic, predominance, and suspension periods illustrates how 

political consolidation coincided with fundamental reconfigurations of national curricula. 

During the hegemonic phase (2002–2007), the AKP gained legitimacy by promoting economic 

development and EU harmonisation. In the predominance phase (2007–2014), with Abdullah 

Gül as president, the government expanded Imam Hatip schools and introduced Values 

Education, gradually increasing religious influence in classrooms. The suspension period, 

catalysed by the failed 2016 coup, gave Erdoğan the latitude to centralise power and curtail 

dissent, particularly among secular and academic voices. Public attitudes toward these reforms 

were deeply divided. Many conservative parents viewed religious content as essential to moral 

upbringing, while more secular-minded families worried that reducing exposure to empirical 

scientific theories would limit students' capacity to explore, question, and critically interpret 

the world around them. Following the coup attempt, heightened nationalism and a desire for 

stability helped Erdoğan secure support for his “pious generation” (dindar nesil) initiative. The 

narrow 51.4 percent victory in the 2017 constitutional referendum symbolised a society torn 

between preserving its republican-secular identity and embracing conservative restructuring, 

including education reforms like the removal of evolution. 

 

Academic unions exemplified this divide. Eğitim-Sen, which advocates for evidence-based, 

secular instruction, consistently resisted policies undermining scientific integrity in schools. Its 

members, many of whom were dismissed or arrested post-coup, represented the voice of an 

academic community concerned about the erosion of students’ ability to engage in independent, 

inquiry-driven learning. In contrast, unions like Eğitim-İş and Eğitim Bir-Sen aligned more 

closely with the AKP’s conservative agenda, framing the curriculum changes as a restoration 

of national and moral values. The removal of evolutionary theory is therefore more than a 

policy shift; it represents a profound reorientation of Türkiye’s national identity and 

educational philosophy. As foundational scientific theories are sidelined, students may lose 

opportunities to develop reasoning skills and construct understanding through investigation 

and evidence a departure from educational models that nurture critical, autonomous thinkers. 

This trajectory may diminish Türkiye’s scientific competitiveness and deepen the ideological 

rift within its society. 
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Ultimately, this reform is not just a curricular change but a reflection of Türkiye’s ongoing 

struggle between its secular republican legacy and a resurging religious conservatism. 

Understanding this dynamic is key to grasping the broader sociopolitical transformation 

currently shaping the nation’s future. 
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