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Abstract 

This study focuses on how issues of slavery are discussed in the social studies and history textbooks in Turkey. A 
total of 16 textbooks were examined. 7 of these books were published by the Ministry of National Education and 
others by various private publishers. A qualitative research design is adopted and the data were classified according 
to the themes that emerged during the process of the researchers' familiarity with the subject. The findings show that 
slavery issues are either distorted or omitted in textbooks. The first one of the distortions and omissions in the 
textbooks is that slavery is reflected as if it were only experienced in western societies. Secondly, the textbooks 
present an image that Islam banned slavery and hence, it is implied that slavery did not take place in Turkish history. 
Another distortion or deficiency is the presentation of slavery as a problem of distant past. Finally, slavery is 
presented as a situation only black people were subjected. The findings required a two-way discussion. Therefore, 
firstly, identity issues are discussed within the framework of social identity theory. Finally, suggestions were made 
on what to do in these and similar situations in the textbooks. 
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1. Introduction 

As lecturers in a college, we are always amazed at the lack of knowledge displayed  by our first grade students 
concerning some important matters in Turkish history. One of these matters is slavery in Turkish history. The 
students always seem unaware of the fact that slaves existed in former Turkish societies. They were able to detect 
slavery in foreign societies but could not do so in Turkish history. The same is true for slavery in Islam. Whenever 
the question of whether or not Islam permits slavery is raised, the answer given is always no. Intrigued by this 
phenomenon, we pondered on the reasons behind this ignorance. Thus we decided to investigate students’ knowledge 
about slavery before coming to college and what kind of history is taught in high schools and middle schools.  

Actually, slavery has a long past in Turkish history (Parlatır, 1983; Uzun, 1998). According to Parlatır (1983), Turks 
were familiar with the concept of slavery even before adopting a sedentary life. At the beginning of their history, 
Turks were settled in central Asia. They had a nomadic life but were neighbors to a great sedentary civilization, 
China. Parlatır (1083) suggest that this institution was spread to nomadic tribes from China. He notes that some 
Turks were captured by Chinese in 300 B.C. and sold in slave markets. Additionally, he informs that Turks as early 
as 3rd century B.C. had slaves of their own who worked in their homes as servants or shepherds in pastures (Parlatır, 
1983). It is understood that slavery continued among Turks in the following eras as well. For example, in the Orkhon 
Inscriptions which are the first examples of a literary Turkish and date back as late as 8th century A. D., slavery is 
mentioned briefly (Parlatır, 1983). Slavery kept its existence during subsequent times as well. Seljuks and Ottomans 
who are both seen as precedents of present day Turkey had slaves as well (Parlatır, 1983). After the Turks had 
converted to Islam, the institution of slavery was strengthened since slavery was endorsed by sharia laws. Eventually 
during the Ottoman period, it was completely institutionalized and seeped especially into the upper class of the 
society (Parlatır, 1983). Sak (1992) states that there were slave markets in many Ottoman cities including Istanbul, 
Bursa, and Edirne which were capital cities of the empire. 

In the Ottoman Empire, both the state and individual citizens owned slaves (Pala, 1998). Slaves owned by the state 
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were used to work either as soldiers (janissaries) or high bureaucrats of the state. According to Üçok (1993), these 
slave bureaucrats (grand viziers of the empire etc.) despised the Turkish public which led to the emergence of an 
idiom called “stupid Turk”. Other than the Ottoman Palace, slaves were employed generally by upper class Ottomans 
and the middle class to some degree (Parlatır (1983). Contrary to the examples observed in the Western world, they 
were not employed in big farms in general (Tahiroğlu, 2011). Yet, some slaves were placed in certain areas and were 
expected to engage in agricultural activities on the condition that a certain part of the land was left for them 
(Tahiroğlu, 2011). This is similar to the serf system seen in the west. 

The abolition of slavery in Turkish history was a gradual process which lasted for approximately 60 years. Parlatır 
(1983) summarizes this process as follows. In 1839, in the Rescript of Gulhane, it was declared that all people are 
equal and any discrimination would not be accepted. Then in 1846, the closure of slave markets was announced. In 
1847, the sultan visited the cabinet during a session and declared a ban on the trade of blacks. In 1855, he banned the 
slave trade of Cherkess people followed by a re-declaration of the ban on the trade of black people due to the fact 
that this trade continued in the southern parts of the empire. According to Cevdet Pasha (as cited in Tahiroğlu 2011), 
this imperial order of 1857 caused a riot in Mecca. Some prominent people in Mecca called for a jihad against Turks 
who publicly violate holy sharia. In 1890, the Ottoman Empire participated in a Brussels conference where a treaty 
about prohibition of slavery was signed. From that date on slave markets gradually disappeared.  It seems that the 
last visible evidence of slavery was annihilated when concubines in the palace of Abdulhamid II were taken out of 
the palace in 1908. Parlatır (1983) notes that some of the girls refused to leave the palace and the life they were used 
to, but eventually the eviction occurred. According to Tahiroğlu (2011) in 1909, the newly crowned Ottoman sultan, 
Mehmet V, banned slavery one more time. Slavery was taken off the agenda with the declaration of the republic 
whose first constitution states that every Turk is born and lives free, and all Turks are equal before the law.   

According to Tahiroğlu (2011), slavery was not of any economic importance in the Ottoman Empire because the 
economic structure of the empire did not depend on slavery. Slaves were not forced to work in the agriculture sector 
because the Ottoman Empire lacked big farms compared to the Latifundiums of the Roman Empire. Thus, Tahiroğlu 
(2011) concludes that slavery was not well established in the Ottoman Empire. Yet, it was possible to encounter 
slaves in every stage of social and economic life.  

We would like to add a few words about slavery in Islam as well. According to Yaka (1995) and Uzun (1998), Islam 
permits slavery. Islam encourages the salvation of slaves; orders slaves to be treated well but İslam does not prohibit 
slavery (Bagatur, 2011, Yaka, 1995). According to one view, only war prisoners can be enslaved in Islam. Another 
view on the other hand states that, with some restrictions, people who are born from slave mothers can be enslaved 
too (Sak, 1992; Tahiroğlu, 2011; Uzun, 1998). It should also be noted that the term war prisoners does not apply to 
only men who fought in enemy ranks. Women and children of the defeated are considered as prisoners of war as well 
(Uzun, 1998; Yaka, 1995). Thus they are eligible for enslavement as well.  

Despite the clear evidence of slavery in Turkish and Muslim history, students’ apparent lack of knowledge intrigued 
us into investigating what social studies and history textbooks tell about slavery. Textbooks are the most commonly 
used teaching material by the teacher. Therefore it is crucial that their content and presentation should be up-to date 
and accurate (Hawkins & Buckendorf, 2010). As Byrne (2001) puts it, textbooks “construct impressions and 
illustrations that later become students’ explanations, beliefs, and understanding of the world” (p. 299). Since 
“textbooks serve as … the criteria that determine truth” (Romanowski, 1994, p. 3) we thought perhaps this is a good 
starting point to investigate. 

We believe that the way slavery is handled in Turkish social studies and history textbooks is worthy of investigation 
because schools owe students a more complete and correct version of past or historic occurrences. When students 
don’t learn an accurate version of history they lose confidence in what the school teaches, and this loss of confidence 
makes the students prefer to believe in overt propaganda (Avarogullari and Demir, 2015). 

1.1 Theoretical Framework 

In this study we will investigate whether lack of information about slavery in Turkish social studies and history 
textbook can be explained by social identity theory. The theory of social identity was developed in 1970’s by Henri 
Tajfel and his graduate student, John Turner (Hoggs, et al., 2004). The purpose of the theory is to explain prejudice, 
discrimination and inter-group conflict processes beyond individual or interpersonal processes (Hoggs, et al., 2004, 
Tajfela & Turner, 1971). 

According to Tajfel and Turner (1971), the basic principles of social identity theory are: 

1. Individuals seek to obtain a more positive social identity or maintain their positive social identity. 
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2. Positive social identity is largely obtained through comparison in favor of the in-group to outgroup: the 
group to which one belongs should look different and be positively dissociated from other groups. 

3. In situations where social identity does not satisfy the individual, the individual tries to either leave his or 
her own groups and join other prestigious groups or make their groups more positive (p.40). 

At the heart of the Social Identity Theory is the concept of social categorization (Turner et al., 1987). People tend to 
categorize both other people and themselves (Hogg et al., 2004). People identify themselves with the group they 
belong to and thus acquire a group identity (Demirtas, 2003, Tajfel & Turner, 1971). The categorization process 
leads to feelings of love, trust and solidarity towards in-group members (Hoggs, et al., 2004), but also reveals 
negative feelings and attitudes towards members of out-groups. A process of comparison comes after categorization. 
This comparison includes a struggle to look better (Turner, 1975; Turner, Brown & Tajfel, 1979). Belonging to a 
high-status social group is a way of achieving a more positively perceived personal identity. Because the value of the 
group identity determines the value of personal identities, people want to raise the status of their group and preserve 
this high status (Hoggs, et al., 2004). The comparison is never objective; people favor a positive attitude when 
evaluating their own groups (Hogg, et al., 2004). The struggle to distinguish in-group from out-groups with more 
positive directions is explained by two concepts in the theory of social identity. These concepts are in-group 
favoritism and bias (Hogg, et al., 1986; Turner, Brown and Tajfel, 1979). Just a sense of belonging to a certain group 
may be sufficient for people to attribute more positive features to in-groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1971; Turner, Brown 
and Tajfel, 1979). There is no need for a real conflict of interest for emergence of those feelings (Tajfel, Billig, 
Bundy & Flament, 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1971). Yet, in the case of real competition even a sense of hostility may 
appear (Tajfel & Turner, 1971). Undoubtedly this situation strengthens in-group favoritism and bias. In-group 
favoritism is accompanied by out-group discrimination (Hogg, et al., 1986, Tajfel, 1982). 

 
2. Method 

This study is conducted with a content analysis method. All content analysis transforms the descriptive information 
into categories at a specific point. This can be done in two ways. In the first method, the researcher sets the 
categories before the research commences. In the second method, the investigator allows the categorization to occur 
while the analysis process is in progress, after being thoroughly familiar with the collected descriptive data. In this 
study, categories appeared after the researcher got familiar with the data. There can be many reasons why a 
researcher would want to carry out content analysis. Here, the purpose was obtaining descriptive information about 
slavery. The unit of analysis was determined as written expressions and visual images depicting slavery. In Turkey, 
historical subjects are included in social studies courses in middle schools. In high schools, on the other hand, there 
is a “history” course. Thus we examined social studies and history textbooks to collect relevant data. Textbooks were 
downloaded from the website of the Ministry of Education of Turkey. A total of 16 textbooks were used for the 
analysis and all have been examined in this study. During the data collection process, only open content was 
considered. Excerpts from textbooks were provided for reliability purposes. Before presenting the data as categories, 
frequency and percentages per textbook were calculated. Meaningful units of words which contained the word 
"slave" were counted to calculate the frequency. This unit was often composed of a sentence. Where the word 
"slave" occurs in close sentences and within the same semantic integrity, the entire passage was accepted as a unit. 
Pictures were not counted in cases where the word "slavery" was not mentioned in the subtitles. In these cases it was 
considered as a single unit with subtitles. Additionally, expressions in relation to each category were also presented 
as frequencies and percentages. 

According to the Ministry of National Education (MEB) Course Books and Training Materials regulations (2012) in 
Turkey, textbooks are written by private publishing companies or people appointed by the Ministry according to the 
guidelines set by the Ministry of Education. These books are then delivered electronically to the Ministry. A 
preliminary examination is made by the training and education committee and if it is accepted, the panel examination 
commences. Panelists consist of teachers or field specialists with at least a doctoral degree. Each panel includes 
teachers, field experts, visual designers and language experts. The books found appropriate by the panel are printed 
for five years. It is always the case that books prepared by more than one publisher about the same subject are 
recommended by the ministry. Then, the Ministry is informed of the book to be used by the school principals. The 
relevant general directorate of the Ministry buys such books and distributes them to schools free of charge. 
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3. Findings 

The findings indicate that slavery is mentioned in most of the social studies and history textbooks used in Turkey.  
But there is no independent chapter reserved for teaching slavery. The main reason for this is the fact that there is no 
theme or benchmark regarding slavery in either social studies or history curricula. Table 1 demonstrates the 
frequency of instances where slavery is mentioned. 

 
Table 3. Frequency of Slavery in Textbooks 

 Textbook and publisher Publisher Frequency Percentage 
1 Middle schools Social studies grade 5 textbook  MEB 1 1,47 
2 Elementary schools Social studies grade 5 textbook  Berkay 0 0 
3 Elementary schools Social studies grade 5 textbook Evren 0 0 
4 Elementary schools Social studies grade 5 textbook Harf 1 1,47 
5 Elementary schools Social studies grade 5 textbook  MEB 0 0 
6 Elementary schools Social studies grade 6 textbook Evren 10 14,70 
7 Elementary schools Social studies grade 6 textbook MEB 0 0 
8 Elementary schools Social studies grade 6 textbook Yakınçağ 3 4,41 
9 Elementary schools Social studies grade 7 textbook Evren 3 4,41 
10 Elementary schools Social studies grade 7 textbook Tuna 0 0 
11 Elementary schools Social studies grade 7 textbook Ekoyay 0 0 
12 Elementary schools Social studies grade 7 textbook MEB 1 1,47 
13 Secondary  schools history grade 9 textbook MEB 28 41,17 
14 Secondary  schools history grade 10 textbook Tuna 1 1,47 
15 Secondary  schools history grade 11 textbook MEB 2 2,94 
16 Elective Islam History MEB 18 26,47 
  Total 68 99,98 

 
An examination of the textbooks revealed some patterns regarding the handling and presentation of slavery in history. 
First of all, slavery is presented as something belonging to foreign cultures, particularly the Western world. Secondly 
and similar to the first, slavery is presented as something sustained by religions other than Islam. The textbooks 
maintain the idea that İslam is strictly against slavery and imply that slavery is banned by İslam. Thirdly, according 
to the textbooks Turks can be enslaved but they do not enslave other nations. Fourthly, the textbooks suggest 
generally that slavery is a thing of the past and has no connection whatsoever with the present world. Lastly, the 
textbooks suggest that only blacks were enslaved. These findings will be presented below in details. 

3.1 Westerners as Slave Owners 

Slavery is mentioned in the textbooks 68 times with 26 times being related to the western societies, which 
corresponds to 38.23% of total mentions. In addition, slavery is mentioned 4 times with references to the European 
Human Rights Convention and United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights which implies that slavery is 
a major problem in Western societies.  

According to the textbooks, slavery in western societies began in the early ages and continued to increase until more 
recent times. It began with Ancient Greece and Rome, continued in mediaeval ages and intensified with the 
discovery of the Americas. Some excerpts from the sixth grade textbook of Evren Publishing (Karabıyık, 2014) are 
as follows. 

In the year 300, 400 thousand people out of Athens’ 500 thousand population were captives. 
Considering that women and slaves did not participate in the administration, it seems that these two 
groups did not enter into the concept of people (p. 139). 

On page 143, there is a picture depicting slavery. In the picture, while slaves are carrying loads, western-style people 
are giving orders to them. The text next to the picture is as follows: 

From the Early and Middle Ages to the late 19th Century, people were used as slaves. They were 
bought and sold like goods or commodities (p. 143).  

In a question on page 153 of the book, filling the gap in the sentence is required. The correct answer is “slave”.  
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In the Middle Ages … trade was being done in Europe 

The book implies that the problem of slavery in the Western world was  solved just recently. 

In the United States, slavery was abolished in the 19th century. The process of having equal rights for 
black people continued for many years(p. 143). 

The idea that slavery is inherent to the Western world repeats itself in  the 7th grade as well. In the 7th grade social 
studies textbook of Evren publishing (Karabıyık, 2010), slavery is mentioned three times and all are related with the 
west. One of the passages is presented below: 

In ancient Greek and Roman periods, economic relations were entirely based on agriculture and 
production was done through slaves. 

What can you say about the features of this era? (p. 105). 

Another social studies textbook published by the Ministry of Education for the 7th grade (Comission, 2016) refers to 
slavery only once. There is a picture depicting slaves working on a cotton farm and the text accompanying it is as 
follows. 

In the above photo, of a field in North America, slaves working for cotton, an important raw material 
for the English weaving industry, are seen. What could contribute to the UK economy of cotton 
growing in North America? Please explain (p. 128). 

A history textbook for grade 9 published by the Ministry of National Education (MEB) (Kapar et. al., 2017) has 
many passages that connect slavery to Western societies as well. Sample passages from this textbook are presented 
below. 

Slavery is an intrinsic part of western history.  

Historical developments that determine the beginning and end of the Old and New Ages, especially the 
Middle Ages, are events directly related to the history of Europe. While these periods are created, 
slavery, feudalism, and capitalism, which illustrate the historical development stages of Western 
societies, are taken into consideration (p. 21). 

Slavery starts in Rome, 

Roman society is divided into three classes: patricians, plebes and slaves…The slaves, who were 
brought from the countries under Roman occupation, were the class who worked as servants in the 
houses of the patricians and as workers in the farms(p.75).  

And continues through the middle ages: 

The social order in Western and Middle Europe where the seigneur has political, economic, legal and 
military rights and constructed on the basis of land slavery is called "feudalism". 

A history textbook for grade 10 published by Tuna (Tüysüz, 2017, p.65) provides another example of western 
attitudes towards slavery and slaves:  

During the discoveries by removing the Aztec, Maya and Inca civilizations from America, the colonial 
European states confiscated the riches of these civilizations. They enslaved the indigenous people. On 
the other hand they carried the people they captured from Africa to their colonies to work on the fields 
and mines. 

Another instance of how the western world is characterized with slavery can be found in excerpts from the Elective 
Islam History textbook (Aydın, et. al., 2014). In the passage below while westerners are portrayed as enslavers, 
Muslims are depicted as emancipators.  

Jews: When Muslims conquered Andalusia, there were also Jews. Muslims returned all rights to this 
group, which had been enslaved by the Visigoths (p.86). 

A few pages later, how cruel the westerners were is recalled again: 

When Christians occupied the city of Malaga this time in 1487, they captured almost fifteen thousand 
Muslims in the city. A hundred of these were sent to the Pope, sixty young girls were sent as gifts to the 
king of Portugal and Italy, while the rest were distributed as slaves to Christian families, churches, 
soldiers and royal officials (p. 93). 
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In the following pages, the textbook continues to make references to slavery in the context of  the transatlantic slave 
trade.  

3.2 Islam is against Slavery 

Another theme in the textbooks is that Islam is against slavery. Actually, slavery is mentioned 17 times in connection 
with Muslims or Muslim societies. This number equals to 25% of the total mention of slavery. An analysis of these 
mentions reveals that in eight of them, it is categorically stated that Islam abolished slavery or ordered slaves to be 
treated well, while expressions are neutral in the remaining nine occasions. Although it is not stated verbally, the 
textbooks give a strong message by implying that Islam abolished slavery. As an example, the sixth grade textbook 
of Evren Publishing (Karabıyık, 2014. p. 68) includes the following statements: 

There was no political unity in Arabia before Islam. Arabs lived in tribes. There was bloodshed between 
the tribes. People worshiped idols. There were class differences between them. Slavery was common. 
This period is called the Days of Ignorance. 

It is clear that these expressions give a negative meaning to slavery. However, they also suggest that slavery had 
been abolished after the coming of Islam, and it is not quite true as discussed below.The 9th grade history textbook of 
secondary education (Kapar at al., 2017. p. 144) has similar expressions as well. 

People in pre-Islamic Arabia were divided into three social classes: free people, freedman and slaves. 
The main element of the tribe, the free people, had all rights. Slaves and concubines (women slaves) 
who do not have any rights could be bought and sold, inherited, and employed in everyday work. 

By saying "pre-Islamic", a false perception has been created as though this situation has changed after Islam. 
However, slavery continued after Islam. On the same page, students are asked to write an essay on Islam's view of 
slavery. With this assignment we think that the intention is for the above perception to be strengthened. 

On the other hand, the statements on the other pages of the book indicate that slavery continues after Islam. For 
example, the farewell message of the prophet Muhammad is given on page 153. In this farewell sermon, the Prophet 
Muhammad speaks of slaves twice. Likewise, there are references to the existence of slaves in Islamic societies in 
the following pages of the book. However, there is no discussion of this situation in keeping up with the negative 
attitude of Islam towards slavery. There is no record in the books about how slaves were enslaved. Slavery in Islamic 
society is treated as given. The presence of slaves is reflected in a sterile manner, almost as a technical detail. 

The textbook which most used the concepts of slavery and Islam together is the course book of Selective Islamic 
History (Aydınlı et al., 2014). This book explains the Arab society before Islam as follows (p.20).   

The people of the tribes came from the free people, freedman and the slaves. The freemen who were the 
main members of the Tribe (Sayyid, master, non-slave) were the ones who had a common lineage. 
Slaves and concubines were bought and sold at fairgrounds, inherited as commodities, working in 
agriculture, commerce and other service jobs. 

Here, the impression that the situation changes after Islam is being created. On page 27 of the same textbook, it is 
clearly stated that Islam opposes slavery: 

In Mecca, the administration was in the hands of rich and powerful people. Slavery and slave trade were 
common. Islam opposed slavery and accepted that all people were free from birth. This situation was a 
deterioration of social structure according to the polytheists. The Makkah idolaters reacted to our 
Prophet because he considered that the slave and the master were equal. 

According to the textbook, As well as not enslaving other people, Islam saved slaves from the hands of the 
Europeans (p.86): 

When the Muslims conquered Andalus, there were also Jews. To this group, which was introduced by 
the Visigoths into the slave state, Muslims returned all their rights. 

However, on the 103rd page of the same book, there are expressions about the insurrection of slaves: 

The Negro Movement emerged in and around Basra, with social and economic reasons among internal 
problems. Many black slaves working in the farms and salt fields in this area complained about the 
weight of the working conditions and revolted under the leadership of a person named Ali bin 
Muhammad who claimed that he was from the lineage of the Ali. 

After these statements, a debate could be expected as to how these people are slaves, despite the prohibition of 
slavery in Islam. However, the textbook does not mention this topic at all. Apart from this, other pages also have 
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expressions about the existence of slaves in Islamic societies, but there is no statement or discussion about the 
contradiction created by this situation. 

3.3 Turks Can Be Enslaved But Do Not Enslave 

As noted earlier, slavery is treated as if it never existed in Turkish societies. Turkish speaking societies and slavery 
are mentioned together only 6 times. While in 4 of these cases, the Turks are depicted as slaves, there are only 2 
references to the fact that a Turkish speaking society might be having slaves. One of them can be found in Middle 
schools history textbook for the grade 9 (Kapar et al., 2017) published by the Ministry of National Education (MEB). 
The reference is as follows: “The slaves who joined themselves from the army of Ghaznevids drowned in 
benevolence” (p.191) by the Seljuk. As a note, we should remember that both sides are considered as Turkish 
speaking societies by the current Turkish historical community. The second is in the Middle school’s history 
textbook for grade 11 (Sever, et al., 2017) where it is stated that among the documents remaining from Uyghur 
period there were documents about slave sales. Aside from these examples, there is no reference to the literature we 
had discussed in the introduction of this study. 

3.4 Slavery is Something of a Distant Memory 

In the textbooks, slavery is treated as a thing of the past, an institution that disappeared completely. Slavery is 
mentioned 64 times with a reference to a historical era. Slavery in the antiquity is mentioned 21 times which 
corresponds to 33%. Slavery in the middle ages is referenced 29 times which corresponds to 45%. Finally, slavery 
after the reformation age, it is mentioned only four times which makes 6% of the total references to slavery. There is 
no mention of people who are still slaves or who are forced into slavery under different names in the present day. 
According to the textbooks, slavery was experienced in the ancient and middle ages and then it died out. Slavery is 
also mentioned as an experience that should have to be experienced during the development of civilization. When 
talking about slavery, human and moral dimensions are ignored and a sterile tone is employed as if it is a technical 
subject. Some citations on this topic will be presented below. 

In the middle school history textbook for grade 9 (Kaparet al., 2017) published by Ministry of National Education 
(MEB), it is stated that “slavery, which is a common institution in the majority of ancient societies, has continued its 
existence for thousands of years” (p.21). Here, emphasizing that slavery is included in all societies the situation has 
been normalized in addition to being reflected as an institution of ancient societies i.e. slavery is a thing of distant 
past. Though, in the same page, slavery was said to be unacceptable in terms of human rights today, it is also stated 
that old societies should be evaluated with their own values. Thus an opportunity was missed on behalf of students' 
making some moral inferences. Evaluating societies with their own merits can be accepted in terms of history, but it 
is not very valuable in terms of education if it does not lead to students making moral inferences.  

The same textbook (Kapar et al., 2017) presents slavery as an inevitable part of human development process: 

“Slavery has been brought about by mankind's adopting a sedentary life and by the development of 
agrarian communities based on human labor. More people are needed to feed the growing population in 
these communities. In order to meet this labor, those who were enslaved were used in agricultural work.” 
(s.84)  

An elementary school social studies textbook for grade 7 (Karabıyık, 2010) goes one step further and depicts slaves 
as a part of a machine: 

“The first crane picture is seen in a book written by the Roman architect Vitruvius in the 10th century 
BC. This crane consisted of a pole with a spool on top and fixed with ropes. It was tied to a load via 
another rope that goes around a roller and it was lifted by the foot mill pushed by the slaves” (s.84). 

No discussion has been made about the fallacy of a man being forced to act like a machine.  

According to the textbooks, slavery was experienced in ancient Greece, Mesopotamia, Anatolia in ancient times; 
then it became prevalent in the western World in the middle ages and especially in times after the discovery of the 
Americas. The problem of slavery seems to have been solved somehow in the 20th century.  

This view is maintained by the 6th grade textbook of primary school social studies (Karabıyık, 2014) published by the 
Evren publishing house, stating the problem was solved by the European Human Rights Convention on 4th 
November 1950. However the textbook reminds the reader that the Ottoman Constitution, which predates the 
convention, had an article stating that "all Ottomans have personal freedoms. They are responsible for not preventing 
the freedom of others”. Thus, it is implied to the students that the problem of slavery has been removed much earlier 
in our society. The 6th grade textbook of primary school social studies (Tekten, 2015) repeats the same view as well. 
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Kaparat al. (2017) gives reference to the 4th article of Universal Declaration of Human Rights about the removal of 
slavery.  

3.5 Only Blacks Were Slaves 

Another misrepresentation of slavery can be found in the implication that only black people were enslaved 
throughout the history. We have to note that this is not articulated verbally in the textbooks, yet overemphasis on the 
transatlantic slave trade causes such a misunderstanding. There are two images about slavery in the textbooks and 
both are in line with this misconception. The image in elementary schools social studies textbook for grade 6 
(Karabıyık, 2014) by Evren publishing portrays black slaves unloading a ship in a seaport. Next to the slaves there 
are people dressed in the European style. The image reinforces two stereotypes at the same time: western people are 
slave owners and slaves are blacks. The second image can be found in elementary schools social studies textbook for  
grade 7 (Commission, 2016) published by Ministry of National Education (MEB). The image demonstrates black 
slaves picking cotton. Next to the cotton fields there are white people well dressed and watching over them. Under 
the picture is the write-up that slaves in cotton fields in North America are picking cotton for British textile industry. 
Just as the aforementioned image, this image fosters the same stereotype as well: Westerners are slave owners and 
blacks are slaves.  

 
4. Discussions 

In this chapter, we will discuss the five patterns observed among the findings, followed by a discussion about the 
emergence of these patterns.  

The first pattern indicates that the textbooks handle slavery as a problem that happened mainly in the West. The 
problem here is not the depiction of slavery in the West but the textbooks’ implication that the western societies were 
mere slave owners or insinuating that while slavery in the other parts of the world is sporadic, it was systematic in 
the West. This is a distorted depiction of the history.  

Atrocities committed by westerns towards slaves and how they institutionalized slavery are exemplified abundantly. 
Yet there is no mention of how slaves were treated in the Islamic world, especially in the Ottoman past of Turks. 
This omission implies that there was no slavery in our past, or slaves in our history were quite happy. While there are 
details about how Christians enslaved Muslims as exemplified by Aydın et. al. (2014), there is no detail about how 
Muslims got their own slaves. 

Another omission in the textbooks is the contribution of western societies to the abolition of slavery. Actually there 
is abundant information about this matter even in Turkish literature. For example, Engin (1998) notes that the British 
were effective in banning the slave trade in the Ottoman Empire. According to Şen (2007), the real effect on the 
abolition of slavery came from the West. At the beginning of the 19th century, a strong anti-slavery movement began 
in Europe and in America. In particular, England was the champion for the abolition of slavery. Britain was putting 
diplomatic pressure over the Ottoman Empire, especially to remove the African-based slavery. The slave markets in 
Istanbul were closed because they dented the Ottoman image in Europe. With the agreements made with Britain, the 
British inspected the ships in the Ottoman territorial waters, reported the wrong practices they witnessed to the 
Ottoman administration, prepared reports on this subject and created a constant pressure on the Ottoman state. With 
the influence of political developments, the Ottoman state, which wanted to take into account the European public 
opinion, had to show a positive attitude towards the desire to abolish the slavery. Other than Britain, states such as 
France and Italy were effective too. However, it seems that the British Ottoman treaty of 1880 was a turning point in 
this process. With this agreement, England gained a wide authority over the slave trade in the Ottoman state and 
exercised this authority. Another turning point was the Brussels Declaration, which was attended by important 
European states in 1890. Within the later period, slavery in the Ottoman Empire completely disappeared. Since the 
purpose of this study is not to give an historic account of how slavery was abolished in the Ottoman Empire, we will 
end this discussion here with a last remark from Erdem (2004, p.91): “The Ottoman government took the majority of 
measures against the slave trade as a result of British diplomatic initiatives.” For a more detailed discussion of the 
subject one may look at Şen (2007) and Erdem (2004). The main point here is the fact that the textbooks failed to 
highlight the western contribution towards the abolition of slavery in the world, and in Turkey. Yet they are very 
quick to label westerns as the sole originators and executors of slavery.  

The second pattern implies that Islam banned slavery. But, what is the reality? There are many references to slavery 
in the Qur'an. For example, the 4th verse of the surah of Muhammad (47) states that: 
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“Therefore, when you meet the disbelievers in the battle-field, first smite their necks. Then, when you 
have crushed them completely, bind the prisoners tight. After that (you have the choice) whether you 
show them favor or accept ransom, until the war lays down its arms”. 

Apart from this, some of the surah and the verses mentioned in slavery are as follows: Al-Azhab (33/50), Al-Baqara 
(2/177, 221), Al-Balad (90/13), Al-Ma’ida (5/89),Al-Mujadila (58/3), An-Nisa’ (4/3, 24, 25, 36, 92), An-Nur (24/31, 
32, 33,58), Ar-Rum (30/28) At-Tawba (9/60). In some of these verses, there are orders to treat slaves well, but a ban 
of slavery is not asked in any of them. The existence of these verses shows that slavery in Islam is legitimate. Further 
details about the place of slavery in Islam will not be given as it is not one of the aims of this research, but it has also 
been expressed in other studies that slavery is considered legitimate by Islam (Bagatur, 2011; Birsin, 2012, Engin, 
1998; Yaka, 1995).  

No textbook gives place to the fact that slavery is considered legitimate in Islam. The verses that commanded the 
well-treatment of slaves and encouraged emancipation of slaves were brought to the forefront, and created a false 
impression that Islamic societies were free of slavery; however, as reminded by Şen (2007), the attempts of the 
Ottoman state to ban slavery were met by violent resistance from the Hijaz region on the religious grounds. 

Thirdly, according to the textbooks it is possible to suggest that the Turks have no connection what so ever with 
slavery. Yet references about Turks being enslaved can be found. For example according to a statement in an 
elementary schools social studies textbook for grade 6 (Tekten, 2015) published by Yakınçağ: “When the enemies 
saw the Köktürks, they immediately returned, the Köktürks were unaware, the Köktürks were defeated. The elders 
were all slaughtered, the minors were enslaved” (p.64). In another instance, Turks are defined as “Without a state, 
without a sovereign, enslaved Turkish people” in a Middle schools history textbook for grade 11 (Sever, et al., 2017) 
published by Ministry of National Education (MEB). Another excerpt can be found in the Selective Islam History 
(Aydınlı et. al, 2014). It states that “It is highly probable that the prophet faced … Turkish merchants coming to 
Basra and Bahrain, Turkish-born prisoners and Turkish-born slaves” (p.117). Although it is not stated clearly, the 
message of the textbooks is that Turks might be forced into slavery but they do not enslave people of other nations, 
which is completely wrong as demonstrated in earlier parts.  

As a fourth pattern, the textbooks treat slavery as fait accompli. It has been abolished by European Human Rights 
Convention and Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It is a naive approach to imply that the problem of slavery 
can be removed with some articles of agreements. Not to remind students that some stages of the anti-slavery process 
that began in Europe at the beginning of the 19th century included bloody incidents such as the American Civil War 
means depriving them of many opportunities for their own moral development. This understanding can prevent 
students from making an effort to solve real problems because they are being solved somehow. Moreover, such an 
understanding will appear to lessen the contribution of men and women who sacrificed a lot for the abolition of 
slavery. 

Furthermore, the problem of slavery has not been annihilated presently. According to a report published by 
International Labor Organization (2016), 40.3 million people suffered from slavery as of 2016 and in the last five 
years a total of 89 million people experienced some form of slavery. The report states that slavery occurs across the 
globe, slaves can be females or males, and they can be forced to work in various sectors. Students might be receiving 
goods and services that are produced by slaves and might be completely unaware of it due to the false image that 
slavery no longer exists in the present day. 

Finally, the fifth pattern indicates that only black people were enslaved. However people from every race were 
enslaved throughout the history. According to Sak (1992, p. 218), percentages of slaves in terms of ethnic origin as 
reflected in the court records are as follows: Abkhazian 0.4%, Persian 4.26%, Albanian 0.04%, Barbary 0.04%, 
Romanian (Eflaki and Bogdani in the original text) 1.54%, Bosnian 0.04%, Bulgarian 0.08%, Cherkes 1.85%, 
European (Efrenci in the original text) 0.35%, Armenian 0.21%, Frank 0.04%, Georgian 8.48%, Abyssinian 1.67%, 
Croat 0.52%, Indian 0.08%, Polish 1.5%, Hungarian 2.29%, Morean 0.04%, Muscovite 1.06%, Austrian 0.31%, 
Greek 0.18%, Russian 20.12%, Serfi (?) 0.62%, Tuti (?) 0.13%, Wallach 0.08% and Black 11.47%. We should keep 
in mind that this report is based on the data collected from six provinces of Ottoman Empire. However we believe 
that it gives an idea about the general distribution of slaves in terms of ethnicity. This report demonstrated that black 
slaves were not even the biggest slave group in Ottoman Empire. They were second after Russians. It is interesting to 
note that other people are classified by nationality but blacks appear to be a generic term for people from many 
countries. This may be because the Ottomans saw the white slaves as more valuable. So they may have kept more 
detailed records about them. Parlatır (1983) reports that Arab and black slaves were employed for the most tedious 
chores in the house. Alternatively, it can be argued that the Ottomans did not realize that Blacks were of different 
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nations. Black slaves were brought to the country through slave traders. The Ottomans naturally did not wonder 
about the origins of these people from distant countries they did not know. According to Sak (1992), on the other 
hand, the first reason for the abundancy of Russian slaves is the fact that, historically, Russian countries were slave 
exporting countries. And the second reason is the fact that there were frequent wars between Ottomans and Russians 
which resulted in many prisoners of war.  

How can we explain the emergence of these patterns? We believe that the findings of this study require at least a two 
faceted discussion about: identity issues and moral issues. 

4.1 Identity Issues 

In the textbooks, it is understood that distortions and omissions have been made in addressing the subject of slavery. 
Attempt has been made to fully omit the act of slavery in Turkish and Muslim history, and distortions have come to 
the fore where it cannot be done. How can we explain the distortions and omissions of the "other” in the history 
textbooks of many different countries (Abdou, 2017; Council on Interracial Books for Children, 1977; Grever & 
Vlies, 2017; Lathan, 2013; Loewen, 1990; Mehlinger, 1981; Podeh, 2002; Sewall, 2003; Wolf, 1992; Zhao & Hoge, 
2006) 

One of the most plausible answers to this question might be that educational policies require it.If we look at the case 
of history education in Turkey, “identity" has been an important part of the educational policies regarding history 
education since the proclamation of the Republic of Turkey. The idea of identity based history education was 
dominant, especially in the early periods (Çiçek, 2012; Dede, 2017; Yıldırım and Şimşek, 2017), it continues to be 
effective (Aktekin, 2009; Dinç, 2011) and is still effective (Vurgun, 2016). In Turkey, the curriculum is determined 
by the Ministry of National Education centrally, and “identity” is one of its marked features. That the authors of the 
textbooks are influenced by the emphasis on the identity in the curriculum is natural to some extent. Different 
expressions in different books, however, prove that authors of textbooks are at liberty, though it is not unlimited, in 
the way they deal with the subject. But the authors of textbooks, perhaps because of their historiographical stand, 
because of their identity or perhaps because of the fear of not meeting the ministerial expectations, failed to have an 
objective attitude towards slavery. 

A second explanation of the distortions and omissions statement, which in our view includes the first explanation, 
could be the theory of social identity. According to Lorenz (2008), one of the main purposes of history education is 
"nation building”. History textbooks written for such purposes may contain distorted information about the past 
(Berger, 2007) or information may be partially or completely omitted (Abdou, 2017). It is understood that the 
textbooks in Turkey have been written for the purpose of identity formation to a great extent, as demonstrated by the 
fact that they imply that slavery had never been experienced in Turkish history and Islam abolished slavery. Barton 
and Levstik (2004) stated that one of the aims of history teaching was identity formation. According to them, 
teaching important events in national history “can create a sense of group membership and allegiance”(Barton & 
Levstik, 2004, p. 45). However, they also point out that the use of history to create identity has some drawbacks. One 
of these reservations is the danger that: “identification always entail exclusion”(Barton and Levstik, 2004, p.46). 
There are other researchers who point out that history can be used to create identity. Such as Harris and Burn (2016) 
who note that the history curriculum has very important role in terms of “how individuals and groups perceive 
themselves and others” (p.518). The words such as "sense of group membership", "exclusion", "themselves" and 
"others" immediately attracts attention. These words bring to mind the social identity theory which is briefly 
mentioned above. 

Social identity is the identity that individuals get from the social groups they belong to. It seems that authors of the 
textbooks, and curriculum makers to some extent, see Turks and Muslims as social groups and identify themselves 
with those groups. Logically, they want a better social identity and attribute better features to their groups. Tajfel and 
Turner (1971) suggest several ways of achieving it. One of the suggestions made is comparing the in-group to the 
out-group on “a new dimension”. Findings of this study bring to mind that relatively backward appearance of 
Turkish society or Muslim societies in comparison to the West requires a new dimension for comparison. It seems 
that this new dimension is slavery, because the visibility of slavery in history is, thanks to western media, so clear 
that it is quite attractive to make a comparison and obtain a more positive social identity. 

Social identity theory also expresses that there is no need for a real conflict of interest for the emergence of those 
in-group bias and out-group discrimination (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy & Flament, 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1971).  
However, a sense of hostility appears among the members of the losing group towards the winning group in a real 
competition, because the losing group is deprived of sources and social identity is damaged (Tajfel & Turner, 1971). 
A quick review of historical accounts provides evidence in this way as well. Turks and Muslims have been losing 
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against the West for centuries in almost every field you can think of. These losses deprive them from not only a 
positive social identity but also real sources as well. Thus, it is natural that a sense of hostility may grow against the 
West which demonstrates itself as out-group discrimination.  

4.2 Moral issues 

In addition, the results of the research show that the subject of slavery is addressed without any connection with the 
present day. According to Barton and Levstik (2004), one of the reasons for teaching history is the "moral response". 
Accordingly, if the students are expected to be active citizens of a pluralistic and democratic society, they should 
respond morally to historical events. The idea of Moral response echoes in the benchmarks of historical thinking of 
Seixas (2006) as well. According to Seixas (2006), there must be a "moral dimension" of historical thinking. 
However, according to the findings, the textbooks seem to neglect this too. The fact that slavery in its present 
dimension has not been included at all is a great omission. Even when slavery in the past is told, no opportunities 
have been created for students to make personal connections. However, the history curriculum in Turkey gives 
includes historical thinking skills, thus allowing history teaching to be structured to make moral judgments possible 
(Ministry of National Education, 2018). Here it is worth remembering the question of Romanowski, who complains 
about the fact that the information in the history books is handled as separated from a "moral component" and 
presented as technical information (1994): “Can students break into our democratic ideals by studying textbooks that 
deny the existence of justice and equality or by memorizing historical events portraying injustices?” (p. 26). The 
answer is of course no. Similarly, in some history textbooks, which Morgan (2010) has also examined, it has been 
determined that topics are written as technical texts free from moral accents. Their findings show great similarity to 
the style of textbooks in Turkey. It is possible, however, to produce textbooks that can bring moral dimension to the 
agenda (Morgan, 2010). Besides slavery being a problem that continues to be relevant as mentioned above, it is also 
possible to make connections to the different problems of today, such as discrimination or racism (Klein, 2017).  

 
5. Conclusion 

The discussion above brings us inevitably to make inferences about the content of the textbooks. We believe that 
textbooks are obliged to provide students with "accurate" and "complete" information. Yet we also acknowledge that 
every textbook requires selection in terms of content. It is inevitable to omit some subjects since it is impossible to 
give place to everything that happened in the past. But we also believe that textbook writers are under a moral 
obligation to make their selection for the best interest of the students. They should always be careful not to 
indoctrinate students. Additionally, a distorted version of history is unacceptable under any condition. Presenting a 
distorted version of the facts is much more harmful to the students than omitting a subject completely. A textbook 
that has distortion means treachery to the students who read it. As Morgan (2010) points out, “textbooks do matter 
very much because they bear immutable authority, together with the teacher, on the pupils/young readers for whom 
they are written (p.301). Textbooks are the gathering place of "correct" and "valid" information (Olson, 1980). 
Textbooks are an authority for students to trust (Wineburg, 2001). This authority is so great that students make “few 
judgements about their biases, trustworthiness, historical context or perspectives” (Paxton, 1999, p. 333). Textbooks 
are “transcendental source” of knowledge (Olson, 1980, p. 192). According to Harris and Reynolds (2014), “content 
is incredibly important, and decisions about what to omit are just as important as decisions about what to include in 
history curriculum” (p.466). If the textbooks are so important for the pupils, providing accurate and complete 
information to the pupils is a moral responsibility for the authors of the textbooks. However, the textbooks in this 
study could not provide this because they were too focused on identity creation, and textbook authors were too much 
influenced by their social identities instead of providing accurate and complete information, they distorted or omitted 
some factual knowledge they saw as a threat to their national identity 

As a result, it is understood that slavery related contents in the history and social studies textbooks contain significant 
distortions and omissions. The enslavement of people is considered as a negative situation, but those who do it are 
often portrayed as westerners, slavery in Turkish and Islamic history is omitted or tolerated. In the textbooks, 
distorting or omitting information about the past will prevent students from participating in a democratic society in a 
healthy way. It will prevent students from having healthy discussions about the society they live in or the global 
society in general. This situation may lead to appearance of prejudice or even hostile behaviors in the students 
towards the other nations. Additionally, the existence of slavery in Turkish history is not something that should 
embarrass Turkish students. It should be faced and responded to morally of course. Instead of concealing slavery, we 
can remind students how slavery in Turkey was abolished peacefully, and teach students to celebrate it.  
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Lastly, from now on textbook publishers and educational policy makers should focus on discovering the omissions or 
distortions made by other subjects in textbooks and concentrate on how to solve this problem. Perhaps looking for 
the best practices of authors who have coped with this problem might be a good point to start.  
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