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1. INTRODUCTION

Secularism, a key ideology introduced by Kemal Atatiirk, has significantly shaped Turkey's education
system. As part of the modernization drive, secularism aimed to reduce religion's influence in public life,
including education [1]. Traditional Islamic education, often provided by madrassas, was replaced with a secular
curriculum focusing on science and civic values. Atatiirk envisioned this approach as a path to a modern, rational
society [2].

The reforms in Turkish education introduced a curriculum centered on science, math, and languages,
with the goal of creating more ideologically neutral schools. This shift laid a foundation for secularism to
reshape Turkish education, transitioning from a faith-based approach to a more secular, science-focused system
[3]. Said Nursi, a prominent Turkish Islamic thinker, envisioned Medrese-ul Zehra as an educational institution
that blended Islamic religious studies with modern knowledge [4]. Through this madrasa, Nursi aimed to
cultivate Muslims who were not only well-versed in religious teachings but also equipped with a strong grasp of
general knowledge. By merging the study of the Qur’an and hadith with fields like philosophy, science, and
history, Nursi hoped to foster a generation capable of critical, creative thinking to address contemporary
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challenges [5]. Medrese-ul Zehra was envisioned as a center for intellectual and spiritual growth, nurturing
future leaders with exemplary morals [6].

Secularism’s integration into Turkish education involved policies to limit religion's influence in
schools. For instance, the Turkish government implemented regulations that restricted religious symbols,
including a temporary ban on headscarves in public schools [7]. Additionally, courses once centered on Islamic
studies were adapted into broader religious education, covering various faiths and moral lessons in a more
neutral format. While these changes sparked diverse public responses, secularism is seen as essential to fostering
an unbiased, science-oriented education system, aimed at creating a generation that is both academically adept
and open-minded toward diverse religious views [8]. This system seeks to build individuals who understand
religious values in a dynamic and comprehensive way, rather than with a narrow, ritual-based focus [9].

Despite these secular policies, challenges persist, especially in a predominantly Muslim country like
Turkey. Many people who feel that their religious identity is threatened have voiced opposition to secular
policies they see as restricting religious freedom [10]. This ongoing tension is often reflected in debates about
religion’s place in education. Over time, calls for a return to Islamic values in education have intensified, leading
to more inclusive religious policies during conservative-leaning governments [11]. As a result, Turkey’s
education policy has evolved through a back-and-forth between secular and religious interests, influencing
curriculum structure and content [12].

Secularism has also influenced Turkey’s focus on science and technology education. With secular
principles guiding the system, there is a stronger emphasis on scientific inquiry and knowledge, with the goal of
positioning Turkey as a competitive player globally [2]. In this less religiously restricted environment, students
are encouraged to engage deeply and critically with scientific disciplines, which equips them with skills relevant
to modern economies and industries [13]. In the long term, this educational direction is expected to boost
Turkey’s technological and innovative capabilities, aligning with secularism’s aims of fostering rationality and
modernity.

Nonetheless, adapting secularism in Turkish education is challenging in a pluralistic and increasingly
complex global context [2]. The system must balance religion-neutral policies with respect for the Muslim
community’s values [14]. This task becomes even more relevant in today’s globalized world, where cultural
exchange is more frequent [15]. By striving to continually innovate its education system with an inclusive
secular approach, Turkey has the opportunity to develop a progressive, tolerant educational model. Future
research could explore secularism’s long-term impacts on Turkish education and society and identify effective
strategies to address the ideological challenges it faces in the educational landscape.

Although many studies have examined the impact of secularism on the education system in Turkey,
most of these studies tend to focus on the impact of secularism policies on the curriculum and educational
structure in general [15], [16]. Some studies also discuss the role of Islamic thinkers such as Said Nursi in
creating a balance between religious and scientific education [6], [10]. However, few have analyzed in depth
how these secularism policies address social and cultural challenges, especially those related to religious identity
in education in a Muslim-majority society.

This study provides novelty by integrating the analysis of secularism in education in Turkey, as well as
its impact on religious identity in a Muslim-majority society. It also highlights the challenges in balancing
religious and scientific values. This study is important because it provides new insights into how secularism can
shape an inclusive and rational education system, while also being relevant for countries with a strong religious
background in designing modern and tolerant education policies. This study fills this gap by comprehensively
examining the contribution of secularism ideology to the education system in Turkey.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

This study employs a literature review method to investigate the impact of secularism on Turkey’s
education system. This approach involves gathering and analyzing a range of sources, including books, academic
articles, and both national and international journals related to secularism. By reviewing this literature, the
researcher gained insights into the historical evolution of secularism in Turkish education, examining policy
changes, and understanding how secularist principles have influenced educational curricula, policies, and
practices. The analysis centers on primary and secondary sources that detail the influence of secularism across
different eras, from Kemal Atatiirk’s reforms to modern times.

The analytical process in this study identified key themes from the literature, such as the impact of
secularism on curriculum reform, the reduction of religious elements in education, and the emphasis on science
and technology. Additionally, this research explores public reactions to secular educational policies and the
social challenges associated with these changes. The collected data is analyzed descriptively, highlighting
similarities and differences in secular policies across periods and their effects on Turkey’s educational system.
This method aims to provide a thorough understanding of secularism’s role in Turkish education and its
significance in a modern, pluralistic society.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

As a predominantly Muslim nation, Turkey has made significant strides in establishing a modern
educational system, yet debates about mandatory religious instruction in public schools persist. An early
example of integrating science and religion is Ismail Fenni's advocacy for teaching Darwinism in the late
Ottoman era, highlighting the value of balancing scientific and religious perspectives. In today's context of
growing religious diversity, the approach to teaching religion in schools is even more complex. While respecting
religious freedom is a fundamental human right, religious values often serve as the foundation for morality and
ethics in society [9]. Thus, a balanced curriculum must honor religious freedom, teach universal values, and meet
academic standards [17].

Since Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s era, secularism has underpinned educational reforms, deeply
influencing the curriculum, teaching approaches, and values taught in schools [1]. However, this secular stance
has also ignited ongoing debates about the role of religion in both education and public life.

3.1 Historical Background

The role of secularism in Turkey’s education system is deeply rooted in the reforms initiated during the
Kemal Atatlirk era. Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the founding of the Republic of Turkey in
1923, Atatiirk aimed to create a modern state by eliminating religious influence from public affairs, including
education [1]. One of his first actions was closing traditional madrasas, which had been central to religious
education, and replacing them with a secular school system focused on science and practical skills [18]. This
move was designed to promote rational thinking, reduce reliance on religious institutions for education, and
build a society capable of competing on the global stage [19].

During this period, secularization in education was viewed as essential for modernization and national
development. Atatiirk’s secular ideology led to curriculum reforms that emphasized science, technology,
language, and civic values [14]. Arabic, previously the language of religious instruction, was replaced by
Turkish as the primary language of education [3]. Religious education was also removed from the mandatory
curriculum and made optional, reflecting the belief that education should strengthen national identity and provide
skills for the modern world rather than focus on religious doctrine. This policy became a key pillar in shaping a
secular and ideologically neutral education system [14].

While these reforms marked significant changes in Turkish education, implementing secularism also
faced resistance, especially from those who strongly upheld religious values. Over the following decades,
education policy fluctuated with political shifts, and under more conservative governments, religious education
was reintroduced as a compulsory subject. This highlights the ongoing tension between secularism and tradition
in Turkish education, where policy changes reflect the ideological and political dynamics of the country [20].

In the modern era, the challenges to secularism in education have become more complex, with
movements calling for greater inclusion of religious education in public schools. At the same time, proponents of
secularism argue that a religion-neutral education is crucial for maintaining individual freedoms and promoting
diversity in Turkey’s increasingly pluralistic society. Additionally, globalization has reinforced the need for a
science and technology-driven education system to ensure Turkey’s competitiveness on the international stage
[19].

These developments demonstrate that secularism in Turkish education is not merely a policy choice but
also a reflection of Turkey’s ongoing quest for a modern and independent national identity. Secularism remains a
defining element of Turkey’s education system, though it continues to be tested by the dynamic challenges of
contemporary society.

3.2 The Effect of Secularism on Education in Turkey

The influence of secularism on education in Turkey has a wide and diverse impact, especially in
shaping the curriculum, educational policies, and structure of educational institutions in the country [16]. Since
the era of Kemal Atatlirk, secularism has been the basic principle guiding Turkey's policy direction as a modern
state. With secularism as the official ideology, the Turkish education system is oriented to prioritize national
values, rationality, and science as the main foundation for educating the younger generation. Secularism
separated religion from public educational institutions, which were once heavily influenced by Islamic
madrassas, and replaced them with a public school system that emphasized scientific and practical education.
This transformation aimed to create a modern, independent, and highly competitive society in the global arena

[3].

The education curriculum in Turkey underwent a major overhaul as a result of secularism. Religious
subjects that used to be the core of the curriculum were replaced with more science, technology and social
science-based subjects. This reflected an attempt to distance students from religious doctrine in public schools
and prioritize education that was deemed more relevant to the demands of the times. The Arabic language used
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in religious schools was also replaced with Turkish, which became the national language. This move not only
separated religion from education but also strengthened national identity, making Turkish a symbol of national
pride and unity [21].

On the other hand, the policy of secularism in education in Turkey is not free from challenges,
especially from groups of people who still consider the importance of religious values in education. Although
religious education in public schools was made optional, there is pressure from conservatives for religious
subjects to return to being a compulsory part of the curriculum. This debate shows the tug-of-war between
modernization and tradition, with some people wanting ideologically neutral education and others wanting
education that integrates religious values. This shift in the direction of education policy reflects the complex
socio-political dynamics in Turkey, where secularism continues to be questioned and debated [16].

In addition to changes in the curriculum, secularism also affected the structure of educational
institutions in Turkey. Traditional Islamic educational institutions, such as madrassas, began to lose their
relevance and were replaced by secular public schools. Even so, some specialized religious schools, such as
Imam Hatip school, were introduced to accommodate the public demand for more formal religious education,
especially among conservative Muslim communities [2]. These schools offer a standard national curriculum
supplemented by religious education, providing an alternative for those who want a faith- based education
without having to sacrifice the academic standards required by the state.

The influence of secularism can also be seen in higher education policy-making. Turkish universities,
previously dominated by traditional views, were encouraged to focus more on modern science, research and
innovation. The establishment of public universities with secular higher education standards expanded people's
access to quality education, without requiring them to adhere to certain religious doctrines. This policy
strengthened Turkey's position in its efforts to build a science- and technology-oriented society, while
emphasizing that higher education should be neutral and uninfluenced by religious affiliation [22].

Based on the above explanation, it can be concluded that secularism has contributed significantly to
education in Turkey, both in terms of curriculum, policy, and institutional structure. Although this secular policy
has been challenged, especially by conservative groups, the influence of secularism remains the main foundation
in shaping an inclusive and rational education system. In the midst of changing socio-political dynamics,
secularism in Turkish education plays an important role in maintaining a balance between the needs of
modernization and the religious identity of society. Thus, education in Turkey is a reflection of the complexity
and diversity of ideological views in society, which continues to adapt to global developments in the modern era.

3.3 The Impact of Secularism on Education in Turkey

Turkey's secular education system has successfully expanded access to modern and scientific learning.
Public schools prioritize subjects like mathematics, science, and technology, preparing students for the
workforce and global challenges. This approach cultivates analytical skills and equips students with the
necessary abilities for the modern world [20].

Moreover, by embracing secularism, Turkey strengthens its position as a nation committed to aligning
itself with developed countries in education, science, and technology. The structured secular education system,
with its emphasis on critical thinking and scientific inquiry, equips Turkish youth with the knowledge and skills
necessary to compete on the global stage.

Secularism also creates a more inclusive and diverse educational environment. Students from various
religious and cultural backgrounds can attend public schools without facing pressure from specific religious
doctrines. By promoting inclusivity, secularism cultivates a neutral and open learning atmosphere where students
are encouraged to develop critical thinking without being constrained by rigid ideological boundaries [22]. In
higher education, secularism fosters academic freedom, allowing both faculty and students to pursue innovative
research focused on development, free from religious constraints. This enriches Turkey's educational discourse
and facilitates the growth of diverse academic fields [21].

However, secularism has also led to certain negative consequences, particularly concerning the
relationship between education and religious identity. Since the introduction of secular policies, religious
education has been removed from the core curriculum of public schools, causing concerns among conservative
communities. These groups argue that religious values, which they consider an integral part of national identity,
should be included in school curricula. As a result, many feel that the education system no longer reflects the
spiritual values important in their daily lives [8].

This dissatisfaction has been particularly evident in the debates surrounding religious attire in schools.
Under secular education policies, the wearing of religious symbols, such as the hijab, in public schools was
either banned or restricted, sparking tensions between secular and religiously-minded groups. Some perceived
these policies as infringements on religious freedom, leading to prolonged public debates in Turkey [23].
Although the government later relaxed this rule, the tensions highlight how secularism can be a contentious issue
in a society that continues to uphold strong religious values. Some view secular education policies as imposing a
particular ideology, which they argue reduces ideological diversity [16].
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Additionally, secularism in education has deepened the divide between secular public schools and
religious institutions like Imam Hatip schools, which continue to offer faith-based education. Many families
seeking religious education for their children opt for these schools, which provide a religious curriculum
alongside the national one. This creates a segmentation within the education system, with secular and religious
schools evolving separately, sometimes imparting differing values. This divide has the potential to foster societal
polarization between those who favor secular education and those who prioritize religious education [24].

In conclusion, Turkey's secular education system has undoubtedly enhanced the quality of scientific
education and fostered inclusive institutions. However, it has also led to a decline in the role of religion in formal
education. The ongoing challenge for Turkey lies in harmonizing modernization with the spiritual needs of
society. Balancing progress with social harmony in a diverse nation like Turkey is a complex task that requires
careful consideration of various factors.

This study provides important insights into the impact of secular ideology on the education system in
Turkey, particularly in promoting inclusivity and wider access to education for women and minority groups. By
shifting from a paradigm based on religious values to a secular education model that supports the development of
science and technology, Turkey has created a more modern and competitive foundation in facing global
challenges. However, the impact of secularism has also given rise to complex social dynamics, including debates
about the role of religion in public life [25], 26]. Therefore, the results of this study have implications for
policymakers to continue to evaluate education policies by considering the balance between modernization and
the diversity of spiritual values held by society.

This study has limitations because it uses a literature review method that relies on secondary sources, so
it cannot directly capture the perspectives of actors involved in the education system in Turkey, such as
educators, students, and policy makers. In addition, this study focuses more on the general impact of secularism
without delving deeper into the variations in policy implementation at the local level. For further research, it is
recommended to use a mixed-method approach that includes interviews and surveys to understand public
perceptions of secular education policies. In addition, comparative studies with other countries that implement
secularism policies in education can provide a broader picture of the effectiveness of this approach in various
social and cultural contexts.

4. CONCLUSION

Kemal Atatirk's secularism in the Turkish education system has played a pivotal role in fostering a
more scientific, modern education and enhancing Turkey's international competitiveness. This initiative aligned
the country with global advancements in education, science, and technology, while also promoting the
development of critical thinking, analytical skills, and innovation essential qualities in the modern world. While
secularism has positively impacted Turkey's education system, it has also generated significant challenges. The
separation of religion and education has led to discontent among those who believe religious instruction is
essential in public schools. This division can exacerbate societal polarization, with secular policies sometimes
perceived as limiting religious freedom and diversity. To address these issues, Turkey must carefully balance
modernization with the preservation of spiritual values in its education system. To address these challenges,
Turkey should consider integrating optional religious education programs that respect individual beliefs while
upholding the principles of secularism. In addition, encouraging open dialogue and inclusive policies in the
education system can help bridge societal divides and foster mutual understanding among different communities.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Thank you to all parties who have helped so that this research can be carried out and completed.

REFERENCES

[1] S. Samsuriadi, I. Santalia, and W. Wahyuddin, "Sejarah Lahirnya Negara Islam Sekuler Turki dan lde Perbaharuan
Mustafa Kemal," JBKPI: Jurnal Bimbingan Dan Konseling Pendidikan Islam, vol. 2, no. 02, 2023. doi:
10.26618/jbkpi.v2i02.8399.

[2] A. T. Kuru, "Religious Diversity, Secularisms, and ldeologies: Comparing Western and Muslim Countries,” in
Religious Diversity, State, and Law, 2023. doi: 10.1163/9789004515871_009.

[3] F. R. Mahendra, "Kebangkitan Islamisme Turki Pada Era Sekularisme (1960-2002)," Undergraduate Thesis, UIN
Sunan Ampel S., 2021.

[4] A. Darda, C. S. Rochmat, M. Z. Aydin, and A. C. Bayangkara, "An Idea of Said Nursi’s Islamic Educational Reform in
the Risale-1 Nur," Al-Hayat: Journal of Islamic Education, vol. 7, no. 2, pp. 454, 2023. doi: 10.35723/ajie.v7i2.317.

[5] K. Sassi, Ontologi Pendidikan Islam Paradigma Tauhid Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas: Revitalisasi Adab-7a dib
dalam Pendidikan, 2nd ed. Jakarta: Kencana, 2021.

[6] K. Yusoff, M. Ebrahimi, F. Hamidifar, and O. Yilmaz, "Philosophy and Functional Structure of Medresetii’z-Zehra: A
Study on Beditizzaman Said Nursi," Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 36-43, 2016. doi:
10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n1s1p36.

Exploring the Contribution of Secularism Ideology to the Education System... (Nevi Asiska Marsudi)


https://doi.org/10.26618/jbkpi.v2i02.8399
https://doi.org/10.26618/jbkpi.v2i02.8399
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004515871_009
https://doi.org/10.35723/ajie.v7i2.317
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n1s1p36
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n1s1p36

128 a ISSN: 2722-628X

[7]1 J. Syed, M. Ozbilgin, D. Torunoglu, and F. Ali, "Rescuing Gender Equality from the False Dichotomies of Secularism
Versus Shariah in Muslim Majority Countries," Women's Studies International Forum, vol. 32, no. 2, pp. 67-79, 2009.
doi: 10.1016/j.wsif.2009.03.007.

[8] M. Basri, P. H. Sagala, A. K. Br Nasution, and A. Mahfudza, "Dampak Kemunduran Kerajaan Turki Usmani Terhadap
Pendidikan," Jurnal Riset Rumpun Agama Dan Filsafat, vol. 2, no. 1, 2023. doi: 10.55606/jurrafi.v2i1.764.

[9] K. Sassi and H. Azzahra, "A Comparative Study of the Complexity of Sacred Values of the World’s Religions: A
Multidisciplinary Perspective," JIU, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 175-200, 2023. doi: 10.15408/iu.v10i2.39082.

[10] A. Demircioglu, "Challenges encountered in religious education in Turkey," Journal of Education Culture and Society,
vol. 11, no. 2, pp. 474-489, 2020. doi: 10.15503/jecs2020.2.474.489.

[11] M. F. Hidayatullah, "Reintegrasi Pendidikan Indonesia Melalui Pemikiran dan Gerakan Fethullah Gulen," Qolamuna:
Jurnal Studi Islam, vol. 6, no. 2, 2021.

[12] M. Junaedi, "Sekolah Imam Hatip (Imam Hatip Lisesi): Sekolah Islam di Turki Sekuler Kontemporer," Analisa, 2016.

[13] Z. Istigomah and L. MoHa, "Education Policy in Turkey During the Reign of Recep Tayyib Erdogan," Journal of

[14]
[15]

[16]

[17]

(18]
[19]
[20]
[21]
[22]

[23]

[24]
[25]

[26]

Social Science Utilizing Technology, vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 179-189, 2023. doi: 10.70177/jssut.v1i3.632.

A. Hag, A. Anwar, and U. Sulaiman, "Islam Sekuler di Turki dan Pemikiran Kemal Ataturk,” CARITA: Jurnal Sejarah
Dan Budaya, vol. 2, pp. 18-32, 2024. doi: 10.35905/carita.v2i1.4661.

M. A. Mu’ammar, "Kritik Terhadap Sekularisasi Turki: Telaah Historis Transformasi Turki Usmani," Epistemé: Jurnal
Pengembangan IImu Keislaman, vol. 11, no. 1, pp. 117-148, 2016. doi: 10.21274/epis.2016.11.1.117-148.

S. Toker, "Subtle Islamization of Teacher Education: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Turkey’s 'Inclusive' Education
Initiative for Refugee Integration,” Linguistics and Education, vol. 63, p. 100923, 2021. doi:
10.1016/j.linged.2021.100923.

S. A. Malik, E. Kulieva, and A. Ayub, "Accepting Evolution Entails Kufr? A Critical Appraisal of Nuh Ha Mim
Keller’s Fatwa," Jurnal Studi Illmu-llmu Al-Qur’an Dan Hadis, vol. 22, no. 2, pp. 509, 2021. doi:
10.14421/gh.2021.2202-12.

I. Mustofa, "Turki Antara Sekularisme dan Aroma Islam: Studi atas Pemikiran Niyazi Berke," EL-BANAT: Jurnal
Pemikiran Dan Pendidikan Islam, vol. 6, Jan.-Jun. 2016, pp. 5-62.

N. Anisa, Z. Ramadhani, and M. Amin, "Pola Modernisasi dan Sekularisasi Pemikiran Islam di Turki,” Jurnal Agama,
Sosial, Dan Budaya, vol. 1, pp. 238-249, 2023.

I. M. Sembiring, "Modernisasi Pendidikan Islam di Turki," Edu Global: Jurnal Pendidikan Islam, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 10—
23, 2022.

N. Sari, K. Sassi, J. Lintas Timur, O. llir, and S. Selatan, "Perbandingan Sistem Pendidikan Turki Dan Indonesia,"
Bahasa Dan lImu Sosial, vol. 2, pp. 305-320, 2024. doi: 10.61132/nakula.v2i1.499.

N. Oktavia, "Turki: Menuju Sistem Pendidikan Modern Dalam Sebuah Masyarakat Demokrasi,” Revorma: Jurnal
Pendidikan Dan Pemikiran, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 56-64, 2022. doi: 10.62825/revorma.v2il.22.

B. Nursya’ban, "Neo-Ottomanisme dan Isu Hagia Sophia: Digital Religion dan Pengaruh Popularitas Erdogan
Terhadap Kaum Milenial Islamis di Indonesia,” MISYKAT: Jurnal lmu-llmu Al-Quran, Hadist, Syari’ah Dan
Tarbiyah, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 171-194, 2021. doi: 10.33511/misykat.v6n1.171-194.

D. Junaedi, I. F. Fikri, and E. F. Rusydiyah, "A Model of Modern Islamic Education: MAN Insan Cendekia in
Indonesia and Imam-Hatip High School in Turkey," Al-Tadzkiyyah: Jurnal Pendidikan Islam, vol. 14, no. 1, 2023.

H. Khalil, "Role of religion and secularism in shaping social values, norms and identities in various societies and
communities in Egypt,” International Journal of Sociology, vol. 8, no. 1, pp. 40-52, 2024, doi: 10.47604/ijs.2332.

A. Kumar, "The role of secularism across different epochs: A historical analysis,” International Journal of History and
Political Sciences, vol. 4, no. 09, pp. 1-5, 2024.

J. Pend. A. Isl. Ind, Vol. 5, No. 4, December 2024: 123 - 128


https://doi.org/10.55606/jurrafi.v2i1.764
https://doi.org/10.15408/iu.v10i2.39082
https://doi.org/10.15503/jecs2020.2.474.489
https://doi.org/10.70177/jssut.v1i3.632
https://doi.org/10.35905/carita.v2i1.4661
https://doi.org/10.21274/epis.2016.11.1.117-148
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2021.100923
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2021.100923
https://doi.org/10.14421/qh.2021.2202-12
https://doi.org/10.14421/qh.2021.2202-12
https://doi.org/10.61132/nakula.v2i1.499
https://doi.org/10.62825/revorma.v2i1.22
https://doi.org/10.33511/misykat.v6n1.171-194

