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Introduction and summary
Although the issue of education played little role in Turkey’s recent parliamentary
elections, few areas of Turkish public life generate more heat in public discourse
than education. Yet, the most intense controversies regarding educational policies are not about issues such as student achievement or teacher-student ratios.
Rather, like so many other controversies in Turkey—particularly over the past two
decades—they are focused on the proper role of Islam in Turkish society.
For the ruling Justice and Development Party, known by its Turkish acronym
AKP, and its de facto leader, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, increasing both the reach of state-sponsored parochial schools and the religious content
of curricula in traditional state secular schools is vital to achieving Erdoğan’s
stated vision of raising a “dindar nesil,” or pious generation.1 This, in turn, serves
Erdoğan’s larger goal of achieving a new Turkey that is less in tune with the radically secular values of Ataturk’s republic and more consonant with the religious
values of its Ottoman predecessor state.
Less grandly but just as importantly, the AKP considers the expansion of parochial schools, known as Imam-Hatips, as the righting of a historical wrong: the
near-evisceration of those schools following the military’s 1997 intervention in
domestic politics. The AKP also has a political motive for providing significant
religious content in Turkish education: Turks who are committed to Islam, or at
least appreciative of its role in Turkish society, are generally more likely to vote
for the AKP. To Turkish secularists, these AKP efforts to increase the religious
content of education are part of a broader campaign to impose religious values on
society with the aims of eroding Turkey’s secular structure, loosening its ties with
the West, and ultimately threatening secular lifestyles, not to mention securing the
AKP’s political dominance.
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Secularism vs. religious
conservatism: A fulcrum
of Turkish politics
Controversy over the religious content of education is particularly sharp among
partisans of Turkey’s two leading parties: the conservative and religious AKP and
the strongly secularist Republican People’s Party, known by its Turkish acronym
CHP. In fact, disagreements over educational policy were reportedly among the
major impediments that contributed to the failed negotiations to establish an
AKP-CHP coalition following the parliamentary election in June 2015.2
The AKP-majority government, which has ruled Turkey since late 2002, sharpened its focus on recasting Turkey’s educational policy during its third term, from
2011 to 2015. During this period, the AKP was buoyed by a 49.8 percent vote in
the 2011 parliamentary elections and liberated by the political sidelining of an
uncompromisingly secularist military. This allowed the AKP to more assiduously
implement its vision of “raising a pious generation.”3
The centerpiece of this effort was the passage of two major education bills in 2012
and 2014. The first vastly expanded the state-sponsored Imam-Hatip religious
school system, while the second sought to ensure the dominance of religiously
conservative pro-AKP personnel over Turkey’s educational bureaucracy. Many
secularists viewed these laws, and other similarly pro-religious measures, as
evidence of gradual Islamization of the Turkish educational system. For its part,
the AKP says its religion-oriented educational reforms are intended to broaden
democracy; to right past wrongs inflicted on the religious community; and,
unapologetically, to pursue the vision of a pious generation.
With the AKP having recaptured a solid parliamentary majority in November 1,
2015, elections, President Erdoğan’s and the AKP’s project of expanding religious education and providing a more religious atmosphere in schools will likely
continue. But even if the AKP had lost the election, some of its religion-oriented
educational reforms—particularly the expansion of the Imam-Hatip school system and the liberalization of dress codes to allow girls to cover their heads—are
now sufficiently rooted in the educational landscape that they probably would not
be rolled back even by a CHP government.
2
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For the United States and the West, it is unclear what significance, if any, an
increased focus on religious education in Turkey could hold. A reflexive reaction
might be that a Turkey with more emphasis on religious education will produce a
more religiously conscious Turkey, which, in turn, is a Turkey more likely to identify with its Middle Eastern neighbors than with its long-time Western allies—all
of which are overwhelmingly Christian. This transition would imply a Turkey
that is less likely to act as a reliable ally.4 But that could be false reasoning: More
religious education will not necessarily make Turkey a more religiously conscious
nation. Even if it were to have that effect, Turkey could still emerge as a strongly
democratic country, which, in turn, could strengthen Turkey’s identity and commitment to its Western allies.5
The Republic of Turkey has been searching for the right blend of religion and
secularism almost since its birth. On the one hand, many of its citizens are deeply
religious; on the other, it is intimately tied to the West through economic and
security relations. The late scholar Samuel Huntington famously called Turkey a
“torn country,” sharply divided between the secular and religious components of
its populace.6 The AKP government’s effort to swing the social pendulum further
toward the religious side than it has been in nearly a century—in part through
educational policies—may or may not have a profound effect on Turkey’s future
identity, stability, and regional politics. The possibility that it could have a powerful effect, however, bears watching. The purpose of this report is to review that
effort—although it is too early to render a judgment as to its effect.
Education is likely to remain a central battlefield in Turkey’s political struggle
between those who consider themselves secular and want Islam to be a strictly private matter and those who favor a prominent public role for Islam. For shorthand,
this paper will refer to this clash of worldviews as “secularist” versus “religious.”7 It
should be kept in mind, however, that some religious Turks favor a minimal public
role for religion and that some secular, i.e., non-religious, Turks are comfortable
with a larger role for religion in public life.
This report will avoid use of the term “Islamist” as applied to the AKP and its followers. The reason is that, as understood in most of the Islamic world, an Islamist
is an advocate for governance according to sharia, or Islamic law. Although many
Turkish secularists fear Erdoğan’s and the AKP’s long-term intention may indeed
be a sharia-based state, the AKP has thus far neither advocated for application of
sharia law nor made any effort to apply it. Nor has it, to this writer’s knowledge,
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sought to promote Islamism in the educational system; the curriculum of the
Imam-Hatip state-sponsored parochial schools, on which much of this report is
focused, does not promote political Islam, religious radicalism, or sharia as a basis
for state law—even though individual teachers reportedly have done so at times.8
During his final term as prime minister, from 2011 to 2015, President Erdoğan
pursued a four-pronged approach to his “pious generation” project: first, expanding the state-sponsored religious school system; second, broadening religious
education in secular schools; third, entrenching religiously conservative pro-AKP
personnel in schools and in the professional education bureaucracy; and fourth,
providing a more conservative cultural environment for students. He has made
headway in all four areas—particularly in the first.
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Growth of Imam-Hatip schools
The AKP’s most significant educational reform has been the vast expansion of the
Imam-Hatip religious school system. Enrollment in Imam-Hatips increased nearly
fifteen-fold over the years of AKP governance, from 65,000 to 932,000; the percentage of middle-school students in Imam-Hatips increased from zero to 10.5 percent;
and the percentage of high-school students in Imam-Hatips increased from 2.6
percent to 12.9 percent. Those figures are likely to increase further. (see Table 1)
Officially classified as vocational schools due to their original mission of training religious officials,9 Imam-Hatip schools function in much the same way as
parochial schools do in the United States, providing students with an education
that blends secular and religious studies.10 Students at these generally gender-segregated schools spend roughly one-quarter to one-third of their time on religious
subjects, including the study of the Quran, the life of Muhammad, and the Arabic
language. The remainder of their time is spent studying the same secular subjects—math, literature, history, and science—as their peers in secular schools,
albeit for fewer hours. Imam-hatip schools are popular both for the conservative
environment that they offer and the religious curriculum, as well as for, some
would argue, the superior education they provide—even in secular subjects.11
The main and most significant way that Imam-Hatip schools differ from U.S.-style
parochial schools is that the former are funded by the state rather than privately.
Imam-hatip schools teach only Sunni Islam of the Hanafi12 school of law, historically the dominant religious legal school in Turkey. Yet, the taxes of all Turkish
citizens—including those of the estimated 15 percent to 20 percent non-Sunni
portion of the population13—support Imam-Hatip schools.14
The most notable of the AKP government’s educational reforms—and the action
that has done the most to expand the Imam-Hatip schools—was a law passed in
March 2012, widely known as “4+4+4.”15 The 4+4+4 legislation made education in
Turkey mandatory through the 12th grade for the first time.16 Previously, Turkish law
required only eight years of schooling and, prior to 1997, only five years. However, the
expansion of mandatory schooling drew less attention than the expansion of ImamHatips that the bill enabled—and that was almost certainly the law’s primary intent.17
5
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In Turkey, the hot-button issue of religion in education is sometimes oddly
masked by the blandness of an arithmetical equation. When a military-influenced
civilian government under Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz passed the eight-year
schooling requirement in 1997, the proposal was known as 5+3, meaning five
years of primary school plus three years of secondary school, with high school
being optional.18 What it actually meant was that eight years of strictly secular
schooling would be required, necessitating the closing of the Imam-Hatip junior
high schools, which then served grades six through eight.19
When the AKP government felt itself sufficiently independent of military control
to reverse the earlier legislation closing Imam-Hatip junior high schools, its reform
was dubbed “4+4+4.”20 Specifically, the formula means four years each of primary,
middle—now grades five through eight—and high schools. An outsider might look
at the model primarily as an extension of mandatory schooling. For many Turks,
however, the prolonging of mandatory schooling was seen as a secondary aspect
of 4+4+4; rather, they see the 4+4+4 plan foremost as code for the re-opening of
Imam-Hatip middle schools, the most significant recent development in Turkey’s
ongoing tug-of-war between secular and religious influences in education.21
As important as the substance of the 4+4+4 reform was—providing ready access
to more religious education for more Turkish children—its symbolism was probably at least as important as its substance for the AKP and its supporters. The
closure of the Imam-Hatip middle schools had been among the top priorities of
the military and its Ataturkist supporters when the former staged its so-called
post-modern coup of February 28, 1997, which sought to force Turkey’s first
Islamist-oriented prime minister, Necemettin Erbakan, from office. The military
and its supporters saw the growth of the Imam-Hatip school system as both symptom and cause of Turkey’s drift away from Ataturk’s secular vision; they viewed
Erbakan, the leader of the AKP’s predecessor party, the Refah, or Welfare Party,
as a primary driver and beneficiary of this process. Among the 18 “February 28”
demands, closure of Imam-Hatip junior high schools was the first step taken by
the post-February 28 civilian government that the military helped to install.22
By reversing this centerpiece of the so-called February 28 process, the AKP
government avenged Erbakan’s humiliation23 and signaled decisively that the AKP
civilian government was now running the show in Turkey. In the wake of passage
of 4+4+4, President Erdoğan gloated that “[f]ascist pressures have been corrected
through democracy,” underscoring that the new law “showed once again who the
true owners of national sovereignty are.”24
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By re-opening Imam-Hatip middle schools, the AKP government vastly expanded
the number of Imam-Hatip schools and the students that they educate. Aside from
the 4+4+4 legislation, at least four other factors have played a role in this expansion.

1. Revived mission for Imam-Hatip schools
When the military-influenced civilian government closed Imam-Hatip junior high
schools in 1997, it also insisted that future admission to Imam-Hatip high schools
be limited to those students seeking to join the clergy and that the number of
admissions be limited based on likely future employability as a religious official.
Imam-Hatip schools were to be treated strictly as vocational schools. Thus, the
number of Imam-Hatip high school students was steadily trimmed over the next
five years, from 193,000 in the 1998–1999 school year to 65,000 in 2002–2003
school year—a decrease of nearly 70 percent. (see Table 1)
After the AKP was elected for the first time in November 2002, it reversed that
policy, at least informally.25 Imam-hatip high schools once more began welcoming
more students than could possibly enjoy future employment as clerics—meaning
that parents could once more enroll their children in Imam-Hatip high schools
simply because they liked what Imam-Hatips offered: religious education in a
conservative environment. The Imam-Hatip high school population once again
mushroomed from 65,000 in the 2002–2003 school year, which began shortly
before the AKP came to power; to 85,000 in the 2003–2004 school year, the first
full school year after the AKP came to power; and finally to 268,000 in the 2011–
2012 school year, the final school year beginning before passage of 4+4+4 and the
re-opening of Imam-Hatip middle schools. All told, the Imam-Hatip high school
population increased more than four-fold over the first nine years of AKP rule.
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TABLE 1

The rise, fall, and rise of Imam-Hatip religious schools in Turkey, 1991 to 2015
School year

Number of Imam-Hatip:
Middle schools High schools

Number of students in Imam-Hatip:
Middle schools

High schools

Total

Percentage of all students
in Imam-Hatip schools
Middle school

High school

1991–1992

390

390

227,088

119,086

346,174

n/a

n/a

1992–1993

390

390

249,981

142,097

392,078

9.80%

9.00%

1993–1994

391

391

274,175

162,353

436,528

10.40%

8.30%

1994–1995

446

394

301,862

171,439

473,301

11.30%

8.70%

1995–1996

479

434

306,684

188,896

495,580

11.60%

10.90%

1996–1997

601

601

318,775

192,727

511,502

12.20%

9.30%

1997–1998

604

605

218,631

178,046

396,677

n/a

8.60%

1998–1999

612

612

0

192,786

192,786

0

9.60%

1999–2000

0

504

0

134,224

134,224

0

4.30%

2000–2001

0

500

0

91,620

91,620

0

3.10%

2001–2002

0

458

0

71,583

71,583

0

2.65%

2002–2003

0

450

0

64,534

64,534

0

2.60%

2003–2004

0

452

0

84,898

84,898

0

3.20%

2004–2005

0

452

0

96,851

96,851

0

3.60%

2005–2006

0

453

0

108,064

108,064

0

3.70%

2006–2007

0

455

0

120,668

120,668

0

4.00%

2007–2008

0

456

0

129,274

129,274

0

4.40%

2008–2009

0

458

0

143,637

143,637

0

4.30%

2009–2010

0

465

0

198,581

198,581

0

5.50%

2010–2011

0

493

0

235,639

235,639

0

5.90%

2011–2012

0

537

0

268,245

268,245

0

7.00%

2012–2013

1,099

708

94,467

380,771

475,238

7.60%

9.60%

2013–2014

1,361

854

240,015

474,096

714,111

9.50%

11.50%

2014–2015

1,597

1,017

385,830

546,443

932,273

10.50%

12.90%

Note on percentages for Imam-Hatip middle schools: The 2012–2013 figure for the percentage of middle school students in Imam-Hatip schools is the ratio of fifth graders in
the Imam-Hatip middle schools to all fifth graders. The 2013–2014 figure is the ratio of fifth and sixth graders in Imam-Hatip middle schools to all fifth and sixth graders. The
2014–2015 figures is the ratio of students in grades five to seven in Iman-Hatip schools to all students in grades five to seven. This reflects the phasing-in of 4+4+4.
Source: For statistics from 1991–1992 to 2003–2004, see Rusen Cakir, Irfan Bozan, and Blakan Talu, “Imam-Hatip liseleri:Efsaneler ve gercekler” (Istanbul, Turkey: TESEV, 2004).
Statistics for Imam-Hatip enrollment from 2005–2006 to 2014–2015, as well as enrollment percentages from 2004–2005 to 2014–2015, were provided to the author by
Education Reform Initiative, Sabanci University, Istanbul, Turkey, June 4, 2015. For statistics for Imam-Hatip enrollment in 2004–2005, see Hurriyet, “Imam hatibe ilgi 11 yılda 7 kat
arttı,” December 4, 2014, available at http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/imam-hatibe-ilgi-11-yilda-7-kat-artti-27706500.
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2. Enhanced standing for university admission
A 2011 AKP government decision to accord Imam-Hatip graduates standing
equal to that of secular graduates in college applications made Imam-Hatips a
more attractive option for college-bound students. Prior to that decision, ImamHatip graduates were disadvantaged in applying to all faculties other than theology. In effect, the 2011 decision ended a point system that distinguished between
graduates of regular secular schools and all other vocational schools, including
Imam-Hatips, in college applications.26

3. Rebranding and closing secular schools
Since 2010, the number of Imam-Hatip schools has surged. In addition to the
need for new buildings to accommodate the revived Imam-Hatip middle schools
following 4+4+4 and the ever-rising Imam-Hatip high school population, there
were two other reasons for the surge. One stemmed from a decision by the
Ministry of National Education, or MNE, in academic year 2010–2011 to close an
entire category of secular public high schools, the so-called general schools, which
were deemed educationally inadequate. Between the 2010–2011 and 2013–2014
school years, all 1,477 general high schools were phased out and converted into
other types of schools. Many, perhaps most, of them became Imam-Hatips, but
the exact number of general schools converted into Imam-Hatips is unclear.27
Another reason for the surge was that many other secular and vocational schools
were simply converted into Imam-Hatips on the decision of MNE officials. Again,
there are no available figures to show precisely how many schools were converted.
One educator interviewed for this report said that MNE-appointed local school
superintendents are empowered to decide when to transform secular schools
into Imam-Hatips.28 Ostensibly, this educator said, such decisions are made when
the superintendent judges that most of the neighborhood wants an Imam-Hatip
school, although, he claimed, no formal survey of opinion is conducted.29 An
MNE spokesperson, however, claimed that the opening of new imam-hatips
and the conversion of other schools into Imam-Hatips are “based on analytics
derived from county and provincial needs surveys.”30 If so, such surveys have not
been made publicly available. Turkish education scholar Isik Tuzun notes that it
is “difficult to obtain information” about how decisions are made to create new
Imam-Hatip schools or convert secular public schools into Imam-Hatips, but she
believes the process to be “rather arbitrary.”31
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The conversion of some public schools into Imam-Hatips left many students without a neighborhood secular public school, forcing them to choose between a nearby
Imam-Hatip and a more distant secular school.32 Thus, an increased number of students chose Imam-Hatips out of convenience rather than conviction or career path.
Whatever the reasons, the ballooning number of Imam-Hatip schools has been well
documented. (see Table 1) During the 1997–1998 school year—the final year of
Imam-Hatip middle schools prior to their closure by the Yilmaz government—there
were 604 such schools. When Imam-Hatip middle schools were revived in the
2012–2013 school year, they reopened with 1,099 schools. Their number increased
to 1,361 during the 2013-14 school year and to 1,597 schools—accommodating
385,830 students—during the 2014–2015 school year. (see Table 1)
There were 605 Imam-Hatip high schools in the 1997–1998 school year. As the
Imam-Hatip student population decreased, the number of Imam-Hatip high schools
declined to 450 by the 2002–2003 school year. But even as Imam-Hatip high school
student enrollment more than quadrupled during the nine years of AKP rule before
the passage of 4+4+4, the number of Imam-Hatip high schools increased only to
537 during the 2011–2012 school year—fewer than during the 1997–1998 school
year. After the passage of 4+4+4, the number of Imam-Hatip high schools soared,
almost doubling within three years: 708 in the 2012–2013 school year, 854 in the
2013–2014 school year; and 1,017 in the 2014–2015 school year. (see Table 1)
The net effect is that an increased number of Imam-Hatips schools are more accessible to more students. Turkish education officials and AKP partisans say they are
simply meeting the desires of communities. But Batuhan Aydagul, the executive
director of a prominent Istanbul-based Education Research Institute, or ERI, sees
the expansion of Imam-Hatip schools not as a matter of supply meeting demand
but of supply creating demand. “They say it is based due to demand, but if you
increase the capacity and supply of these schools, then you are proactively increasing demand,” said Aydagul.33 Lacking meaningful survey data, it is impossible to
know which view is more accurate.

4. New exam and arbitrary assignments
The fourth factor supporting an enrollment boom in Imam-Hatip schools was
the introduction, in the 2013–2014 school year, of a national exam taken during eighth grade, the final year of middle school.34 This exam is intended to help
determine students’ placement into a category of high school: standard academic;
specialized academic; or vocational, the category that includes Imam-Hatips.
10
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Along with the exam, students were asked to list their top 15 school preferences,
with the understanding that they would only be assigned to a school for which
their test scores and grades qualified them. This gave the government wider
latitude than ever before to assign students to high schools. Prior to enactment of
4+4+4, students did not have to attend grades 9 through 12. A number of secularists charge that this government discretion resulted in arbitrary assignments to
Imam-Hatip high schools.
As is the case with other Turkish vocational schools, the test-score threshold for
admission to Imam-Hatip high schools is lower than that required for admission
to secular academic schools. As a result, many students were presumably assigned
to Imam-Hatips, contrary to their preference, because their scores did not merit
admission to traditional secular academic schools.
In general, Turkish policy seems to be focused on increasing vocational schooling, including Imam-Hatips, at the expense of secular academic schooling.
During the 2010–2011 school year, at which time high school enrollment was
voluntary, 53 percent of newly enrolled high school students attended secular
academic schools and 47 percent attended vocational schools. By the following year, vocational school enrollees were a slight majority among the newly
enrolled. By the 2013–2014 school year—at which time the 4+4+4 law had
made high-school attendance mandatory—the figures were 63 percent vocational and 37 percent academic.35
Many students were reportedly assigned to Imam-Hatips arbitrarily, however,
without regard to their test results. One Turkish columnist complained that
his daughter had been assigned to a distant Imam-Hatip school against her will
after she did not submit her 15 school preferences. She had been mistakenly
told that it was unnecessary to provide preferences if one wanted simply to go to
one’s neighborhood secular public school, the columnist wrote.36 Among other
widely cited examples of the arbitrariness of the assignments, the grandson of
the chief rabbi of Turkey also was assigned to an Imam-Hatip school, as were
many Christians.37 There is no data on how many students were simply assigned
to Imam-Hatips as a result of an arbitrary decision, or a mistake, rather than
test scores—nor is there information on whether such mistakes were rectified,
although the MNE pledged that they would be.
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In fact, there is no clear data on how many students were assigned to Imam-Hatip
schools against their preference for any reason, although one CHP parliamentarian put the number at 40,000.38 The MNE acknowledged that 9,802 students had
been inadvertently assigned to schools far from their homes, but it did not say how
many of these students had been assigned to Imam-Hatips. In a February 2015
interview, Minister of National Education Nabi Avci suggested that inappropriate
school assignments were found only among a pool of 130,000 students who, presumably as a result of confusion—as in the case of the columnist’s daughter—did
not fill out their preference sheet.39
As a result of all these factors, there has been a massive increase in the number of
Imam-Hatip schools and students. In the 2014–2015 school year, some 932,000
students attended Imam-Hatip schools, a roughly 40 percent increase from the
previous school year. The number of Imam-Hatip high school students alone more
than doubled after passage of 4+4+4 from 268,000 students in the 2011–2012
school year to 546,000 in the 2014–2015 school year. (see Table 1) Figures for
2015-16 are currently unavailable.
Imam-Hatip students now constitute 10.5 percent of all middle school students
and 12.9 percent of all high school students. By way of comparison, Imam-Hatip
high school students constituted only 2.6 percent of all Turkish high school
students when the AKP came to power in 2002. (see Table 1) That low figure corresponded to the apex of Turkish secularist efforts to return Imam-Hatips to their
original, narrow mission of simply training clerics, with the world of higher education welcoming its graduates, for the most part, only into theology faculties.
The Imam-Hatip enrollment numbers, in absolute terms, now go far beyond their
pre-February 28, 1997 level—surely a source of great satisfaction not only to
President Erdoğan, but also to much of the religious community in Turkey. At their
pre-1997 peak—the 1996–1997 school year—511,502 students attended 1,202
Imam-Hatip middle and high schools. As previously noted, in the 2014–2015
school year, there were 932,273 students in 2,614 Imam-Hatip middle and high
schools, an increase of more than 80 percent in students and more than 100 percent in school buildings over the pre-1997 peak.40 Yet, as a percentage of the overall
student body, Imam-Hatip enrollment is not much different than it was at its preFebruary 28, 1997 peak in the 1995–1996 and 1996–1997 school years.41 In both
eras, the percentage of students enrolled in Imam-Hatips was steadily on the rise. In
1997, the military stepped in to put a stop to that increase and roll it back. There is
no prospect that the politically weakened military or any other nondemocratic force
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would or could do such a thing today. Even were a secularist government to come to
power, it might well seek to find ways to slow or cap the increase, but rolling back the
Imam-Hatip system to its vocational-only days—with limited university prospects
for its students—would be out of the question. With the AKP having won another
strong mandate to rule in the November 1, 2015 parliamentary election, there is
every reason to believe the expansion of Imam-Hatips will continue.
Secularists believe soaring Imam-Hatip enrollment is, at least in part, a result of
the government’s channeling students into the religious school system through
sleight-of-hand methods, such as the elimination of secular neighborhood
schools. Religious conservatives, however, believe that Imam-Hatips are simply
the people’s choice. In a June 28, 2015, speech before a nongovernmental organization devoted to promoting religious education, President Erdoğan—himself an
Imam-Hatip graduate—exulted that he had succeeded in removing the “unjust,
lawless, and grievous” measures of the February 28 period. “The number of students in our Imam-Hatip schools, which fell from 600,000 to 60,000 [as a result
of February 28], is now one million. This shows one thing: that our nation, in its
own spiritual world, is determined to send its kids to Imam-Hatip schools.”42
In a February 2015 interview, Minister of National Education Avci claimed that
94,000 students listed Imam-Hatip schools as their top high school preference
but that only 54,000 of these students qualified.43 Avci was trying to refute the
claim that the state was arbitrarily assigning students to Imam-Hatips in order to
fill them; quite the contrary, he implied, there are not enough places for all the
students clamoring to get in.
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Religious electives
in secular schools
The expansion of Imam-Hatip schools was the most dramatic development in
advancing President Erdoğan’s goal of raising a pious generation, but it was not
the only one. In fact, there was another aspect of 4+4+4 that arouses the concern of some secularists: mandating the availability of elective courses on “the
Holy Quran” and “the life of our Prophet” in secular middle and high schools,
both public and private.44
Mandating the availability of these electives, which are required courses in ImamHatip schools, feeds secularist fears that the AKP’s long-term goal is to impose
an Imam-Hatip-type curriculum in all Turkish schools.45 Aside from this concern
over “Imam-Hatip-ification” of secular schools, many secularists worry that, given
the prominent role Islam plays in Turkish society, students will feel social pressure
to take the religious electives. Thus far, the MNE has not issued statistics on how
many students are taking the religious electives.
It should be noted that the new religion electives are in addition to a required
course on religion, called “Religious Culture and Moral Knowledge,” a mandatory
part of the curriculum in grades four through twelve in all schools—public and
private—since 1982.46 Course presentation generally accords with the precepts
of Sunni Islam, as well as the Hanafi legal school that predominates in Turkey. Yet,
unlike the religious electives, which have an unvarnished Sunni Islamic content,
the required course also blends ethical issues and a limited amount of comparative
religion into the curriculum.47
“Religious Culture and Moral Knowledge” has come under fire from the European
Court of Human Rights in recent years, as Alevis—adherents of a heterodox
Islamic sect that generally has no official recognition in Turkey —have protested
both the overwhelming focus on Sunni Islam in the course curriculum and the
state’s refusal to exempt Alevi children from the requirement to take the course.
In contrast, Christian and Jewish children are excused from the course if their
parents so request, since, unlike Alevism, Christianity and Judaism are recognized
by the state as official religions. 48
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On two occasions, in 2007 and 2014, the European Court of Human Rights, or
ECHR, ruled that Turkey should excuse any students who so desire from the
mandatory religion course without their parents’ having to reveal their religion
or beliefs. When the ECHR ruling was issued in 2014, Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoğlu took exception. He said it was important even for atheists to learn
about religion, “just like I should know about Marxism even though I am not a
Marxist.” The prime minister suggested it is important for everyone to understand
religion—clearly meaning Sunni Islam—in order to understand events in Turkey,
the Middle East, and the Balkans.49
Davutoglu then added a thought rarely invoked by religious Turks—but one that
might be their strongest argument in justifying state-sponsored religious education to secular audiences: “You can see the developments [in the region]. If a
proper religious culture had been taught [at schools] in countries surrounding us,
certain developments would never have taken place.”50 In indirectly suggesting
that compulsory religion courses are a critical measure in fighting radicalism, his
social-engineering approach was not so different from that of the secular generals
who insisted on the course in the first place, or from that of Ataturk himself, who
first insisted on unfettered state control of religious messaging.51
To be persuaded by Davutoğlu’s presumed logic, of course, secularists would have
to be convinced of the state’s moderate intentions. As long as the state’s religious
and educational institutions remain under the AKP’s sway, few secularists will be
so convinced.52 Yet, for now, no evidence suggests that the Islam promoted in the
compulsory course is anything other than moderate.

Cleansing the bureaucracy
On March 7, 2014, almost precisely two years after passage of 4+4+4, the AKPmajority parliament passed another major education law, no. 6528, this one setting
out an 18-month timeframe for closing dershanes, or private-tutoring and exampreparation institutes.53 The primary purpose of the law was presumably to inflict
damage on the Gulen religious movement, which reportedly derives significant
income from dershanes. Gulenists—followers of religious philosopher Fethullah
Gulen—who for many years were a political ally of AKP, emerged as President
Erdoğan’s public-enemy number-one after a major corruption scandal rocked his
administration in late 2013. Erdoğan was convinced that Gulenists in the bureaucracy had produced charges aimed at his family, officials, and friends for the sole
purpose of toppling the AKP government. As prime minister and later as president,
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Erdoğan denounced Gulenists as terrorists and traitors who had formed a “parallel
state” within the state bureaucracy. For that reason, it was widely assumed that the
new law, which came to be known as the dershane-closing law, was conceived for
the specific purpose of diminishing the Gulenists’ revenue.
There was less media focus on a second equally important aspect of the law that was
aimed not only at punishing Gulenists, but also at tightening the AKP’s grip on the
education bureaucracy. It mandated the removal of senior managers at the central
and local offices of the Ministry of National Education and also opened the way for
the dismissal of 8,403 school principals and deputy principals nationwide, most of
them reportedly Gulenists.54 Virtually all of the replacement principals and deputy
principals were reportedly pro-AKP, and most of them were recruited from among
members of an influential, pro-AKP teachers union called Egitim Bir-Sen.55
In mid-2015, both the dershanes and the dismissed employees seemingly received
a reprieve. In a surprising 12-5 decision on July 13, 2015, the Constitutional Court
of Turkey overturned the entire law affecting both the dershanes and the school
officials. The court asserted that law no. 6528 was contrary to constitutional provisions on freedom of enterprise, the right to an education, and the right to work.56
The success of the appeal by the secular opposition—CHP—was surprising in
light of the fact that the overwhelming majority of the court’s judges had been
appointed by President Erdoğan and his predecessor, Abdullah Gul, both cofounders of AKP.57 After all, the law was passed by then-Prime Minister Erdoğan’s
AKP-majority government and signed into law by then-President Gul. At least
symbolically, the Constitutional Court ruling overturning the dershane-closing
law was the first significant defeat for—and a stinging legal rebuke to—Erdoğan’s
efforts to rid the Turkish bureaucracy of Gulenists.
At present, however, the government appears to be circumventing the
Constitutional Court ruling in a manner that will still result in the closure of the
Gulenist-owned dershanes.58 Given the government’s determination to crush the
Gulenists, there seems little likelihood of full compliance with the Constitutional
Court ruling. Likewise, the principals, deputy principals, and MNE bureaucrats
who were fired thus far have been unable to recover their positions.
The dershane-closing law was intended to serve three related purposes: deprive
Gulenists of revenue through closure of their dershanes; remove Gulenist influence
in the educational system through firing principals, deputy principals, and other
bureaucrats; and more deeply implant AKP influence through the appointment of
pro-AKP personnel throughout the educational bureaucracy and in the schools.
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More than four months after the Constitutional Court’s ruling negated the law, it
appears likely that the government will be able to accomplish those goals. Legal
appeals may well follow but, for now, the nonimplementation of the court ruling
stands as a powerful commentary on the state of rule of law in Turkey.

Altering the educational environment
The AKP-majority government took other measures as well to create an educational
environment more hospitable to religion. Culturally and in terms of importance
to the AKP’s religious base, the most significant of these measures was the removal
of the ban on women’s wearing a head covering—usually, a scarf—in schools and
universities. For years, this ban—which was formalized by the military government
in 1982—was one of the hottest issues and at times dominated the political landscape in Turkey. Three government attempts to remove the ban—in 1988, 1990,
and 200859—were overruled by Ataturkist-dominated Constitutional Court decisions. As prime minister, Erdoğan had often complained that he had to send his two
daughters abroad, to the West, for their higher education so that they could matriculate at a campus that respected their right to wear the headscarf.60
Prior to 2010, Turkish law actually banned the wearing of religious dress not only
in universities but also in schools and in the performance of official duties, meaning that the ban also applied to civil servants.61 The ban in universities attracted
the most attention, however, and was certainly the most emotional issue for the
religious community.62 The university ban confronted religious girls with a particularly difficult choice: whether to remove the headscarf for the sake of a university
education; adhere to their principles regarding the headscarf and forgo a university education; or, for those few who could afford it, whether to leave Turkey and
pursue a university education abroad, as Erdoğan’s daughters did.
By 2010, the AKP government was starting to assert its grip on state institutions. Following a September 2010 referendum that amended the constitution
to strengthen the elected government’s influence over the judiciary, the Erdoğan
government announced that it would henceforth defend any university student
who was expelled or disciplined for wearing a headscarf. This was followed by a
directive from Turkey’s Higher Education Council, or HEC, instructing universities to take no further action against headscarved students, notwithstanding a
2008 Constitutional Court decision affirming the ban.63
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With the passage of the referendum and the issuance of the HEC directive, secularist desire to fight for the ban wilted, including within the CHP, whose appeal
had led to the 2008 Constitutional Court decision that upheld the ban.64 Once
the headscarf issue was decided, a number of other headscarf-related issues were
decided and implemented by the Turkish government with surprisingly little
fanfare or resistance, all in favor of the right to wear the headscarf.
In 2012, the government ruled that girls in Imam-Hatip schools could wear headscarves in all classes.65 Previously, Imam-Hatip girls officially had only been allowed
to wear their headscarves in Quran classes. In 2013, a ban on headscarves applied
to employees of state institutions was lifted, allowing headscarved women to fill
civil service positions, including teaching.66 In September 2014, the government
ruled that girls could wear headscarves in all schools starting in the fifth grade.67
This represented a substantial leap forward in the legitimation of the headscarf in
educational settings and the culmination of a four-year process during which the
headscarf went from nearly entirely taboo to nearly universally accepted in universities, schools, and other state institutions.68
While the passage of 4+4+4; the closing of the dershanes and the broad-scale
replacement of principals and MNE officials by AKP loyalists; and the acceptance
of the hijab were the most significant religiously tinged educational reforms of the
latter Erdoğan era, there were other, less high-profile measures as well. In 2014, for
example, voluntary preschool Quran courses for 4- to 6-year-olds were organized
by the Religious Affairs Directorate, or Diyanet Isleri Baskanligi, the state agency
that regulates mosques, sermons, the hiring of clergy, and most other religious
matters. The establishment of the course meshes with President Erdoğan’s
December 2014 pledge of “offering a new lifestyle starting from kindergarten.”69
Somewhat similarly, in October 2015, MNE officials announced that, beginning
in the 2016-17 academic year, second graders will be allowed to choose Arabic
to fulfill their mandatory foreign language requirement. Currently, they choose
among English, French, and German.70
Other AKP government decisions also reflected religiously based social concerns.
In 2012, the government banned the sale and consumption of alcoholic beverages
on university campuses. The decision reportedly was justified in terms of personal
and communal health, although secularists suspected that—in combination with
limits on alcohol consumption in many AKP-ruled towns and on Turkish domestic airlines flights—the motivating impulse was Islamic law.71 In November 2013
then-Prime Minister Erdoğan threatened to close co-ed dormitories and even
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off-campus, private, coed housing. He was quoted as saying “as a conservative,
democratic government, we need to intervene,” and called on provincial governors to investigate the situation. There was no meaningful follow-up, however, and
Erdoğan soon dropped the issue.72

National Education Council: Harbinger of reform?
A number of controversial recommendations emanated from a December 2014
meeting of the National Education Council, or NEC, whose 600-strong, religiously
conservative membership meets quadrennially and influentially advises the MNE.73
Turkish secularists tend to see NEC proposals as a harbinger of things to come,
particularly since the NEC advocated 4+4+4 well before the AKP government
promoted it.74 Among proposals supported by the NEC at its December 2014 meeting were mandatory religious instruction starting in the first grade—rather than in
fourth grade, as is currently the case—and the teaching of religious values in kindergarten, including the concepts of “paradise and hell” and “love for Allah” 75
Among proposals considered but not endorsed by the NEC were gender segregation of all classes and mandatory inclusion of Ottoman Turkish—or Turkish in the
Arabic script, which was abolished by Ataturk and replaced with the current Latinletter alphabet in 1928—as an elective in all schools. The proposal on Ottoman
Turkish touched off a media firestorm, fueled by President Erdoğan’s assertion
that, “whether they [critics] like it or not, Ottoman will be taught and learned in
this country.”76 In the end, the NEC apparently recommended only that Ottoman
Turkish be made compulsory in advanced, or Anadolu, Imam-Hatip schools.77
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Implications for the United States
The issue of religion in Turkish education is a strictly internal matter and not one
that the United States should try to, or even could, affect. It is plausible, but by
no means certain, that a Turkey that emphasizes religious education is likely to
become a more religious Turkey, and a more religious Turkey is likely to be more
involved in the Islamic world, particularly with nearby Middle Eastern nations.
A more religious Turkey could be fully democratic and pro-Western, its greater
religious consciousness and its deepened involvement with its neighboring coreligionists having no effect on its basic political and strategic orientation.
Alternatively, such a Turkey could progressively identify more closely with Middle
Eastern countries and less so with its long-time Western allies. Because of Turkey’s
location at the heart of so many issues of importance to U.S. interests—whether the
Islamic State, or ISIS; Iranian regional aggression; broader Middle Eastern stability; the Cyprus dispute; or Russian maneuvers in Ukraine and Syria, to name just
a few—the United States will likely continue to place high value on its strategic
relationship with Turkey. Turkey’s stability and its attitude toward the West have
an inherent importance for the United States, and educational policies could have
a long-term effect on Turkish stability and identity. Educational policies are also a
barometer of the values of a nation’s rulers. It is useful for the United States to remain
mindful of educational policies, recognizing that it is by no means clear how these
policies might bear on Turkish foreign policies or U.S. interests at any given time.
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Conclusion
Many Turks find the religious-secular dispute, as played out in the educational
arena, a worrisome distraction from a needed focus on quality of education. They
argue that there are many more pressing educational issues that should concern
Turks, such as low student achievement in math and sciences; socioeconomic
inequalities in education; teacher and classroom shortages; the interference of the
state in higher education through the HEC78; and the like.79
It is clear, however, that Turkey’s secular-religious dispute in the educational arena
will not easily be cast aside. Virtually every nation uses its educational system to
promote its national principles. However, in Turkey, this process is complicated
by the fact that the country is deeply divided into opposing camps regarding those
principles, so the echoes of the religious-secular dispute are not likely to disappear from the classroom any time soon. CHP has certainly mellowed on religious
issues—on the headscarf matter, for example—but it remains a highly secularist
party, and its grassroots remain deeply suspicious that President Erdoğan’s and
AKP’s goal is to undo all of Ataturk’s Westernizing reforms and to thoroughly
Islamize Turkey.80 The AKP’s grassroots, in turn, see CHP as atheist elitists who
reject—in fact, are contemptuous of—the values of the God-fearing masses.
Education, of which the promotion of values is such an indelible part, inevitably
will remain a key battlefield in this clash of worldviews.
The AKP emerged from November 1, 2015, elections with nearly 50 percent of the
popular vote—a level rarely attained in Turkish history—and a strong parliamentary
majority that should keep it in power at least until regularly-scheduled elections in
2019. With the wind at its back and the tireless Erdoğan likely to remain its most
powerful figure, AKP is virtually certain to continue to push for an enhancement of
religious education in Turkey. That push could take the form of further expansion of
Imam-Hatip schools, enhanced and earlier religious study in secular schools, promotion of more advanced religious training, or other programs.
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It would behoove the United States to closely monitor this process. Turkey is an
important U.S. ally, and issues of Turkish identity and stability can affect the quality
of that alliance. Turkey’s commitment to that alliance was sustained over the years in
significant part because Turkish leadership identified more with the West than with
its Muslim-majority Middle Eastern neighbors. Should the new AKP government
aggressively pursue President Erdoğan’s vision of raising a pious generation in the
years ahead, those equations might change: A deepening of the secular-religious split
in Turkey could threaten Turkey’s stability, making it a less reliable ally. If Turkey
comes to identify increasingly with its Muslim-majority neighbors, its bonds with
the West may fray. Only time, and Turkish leaders and voters, will tell.
Alan Makovsky is a Senior Fellow at the Center for American Progress. Makovsky
previously covered Turkish and Middle Eastern issues at the U.S. State Department and
on the staff of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs.
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by Imam-Hatip teachers. (pp. 97-99). She also notes an
interesting 1998 study that showed both Imam-Hatip
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