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Abstract
Dewey is an important representative of the libertarian education movement, which has 

its roots based on the values of the enlightenment. Th is study aimed to analyze the relati-

onship between “Turkish modernization” and education from Dewey’s perspective. In the 

paper, the place and eff ect of Dewey in the Turkish pedagogical vision was analyzed wit-

hin a wider historical context such as the “modernization problematic.” Th e characteristic 

of the “Turkish modernization,” which, at the same time, comes out as a tendency to beco-

me an education project, constituted the reason for this approach to the issue. Th is analysis 

relating to the “Turkish modernization” from the perspective of Dewey, who is a democ-

racy philosopher, was inevitably regarding how much room this project gives to libertari-

an and democratic values in education. In the study, it was concluded that there was an ir-

reconcilable confl ict between the values that “Turkish modernization” is based on which 

also constitutes the reference framework of the education system and the libertarian and 

democratic values Dewey advocates.
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Th is study can be described as a reading on Dewey and the relationship 

between the “Turkish modernization” and education from his perspec-

tive. Th e fundamental aim of the study was to evaluate the infl uence 

of Dewey on Turkish pedagogical thinking within a wider historical 

context such as the “modernization problematic.”

Dewey in Turkey: An Intellectual Conundrum

In Turkey, Dewey is a thinker who was discovered by a very small in-

tellectual circle, relatively late, often misunderstood and misintroduced 

(Wolf-Gazo, 1996). In Turkey, Dewey is seen only as an education phi-

losopher, his works in other fi elds have not received enough attention 

and almost ignored. It is striking that educationists in Turkey, whilst 

evaluating Dewey within the context of the confl icts between recon-

structivist, progressive, or pragmatist approaches or whilst taking his 

criticisms aimed at traditional education into consideration, have not 

felt the need to associate these thoughts of his with the other dimen-

sions of his philosophy and to link these to the issue of democracy. Th e 

lack of a holistic approach in intellectuals in Turkey relating to Dewey 

has also led to inadequacies in interpreting his report (Dewey, 1939) re-

lating to the Turkish national education (Ata, 2001; Bal, 1974; Bender, 

2005; Brickman, 1984; Wilson & Başgöz, 1968).

Dewey visited Turkey approximately a year after the declaration of the 

Republic (in 1924), during a twilight period when the “old” had disap-

peared but the “new” had not yet materialized. It is seen that as a result 

of his observations in Turkey, he approached the reformation eff orts 

made in the fi eld of education positively, was impressed by the ideal of 

the Republic, the infrastructure of which was being founded in Ankara 

under conditions of deprivation and that he viewed this ideal sympa-

thetically (Akyüz, 1999). Dewey’s short (2 months) visit to Turkey is 

completely a conundrum (Ata, 2001). Th ere is no clear and certain in-

formation in the literature regarding either the start or end dates of this 

visit, by whom or which institution and for what purpose and with what 

authority Dewey was invited (Bilgi & Özsoy, 2005).

Dewey has a specifi c place among the foreign experts who have come 

to Turkey (Akkutay, 1996; Ergun, 1982). Th e founding leaders of the 

Republic who wanted to achieve a lot in a little time were infl uenced 

by Dewey’s pragmatist philosophy to a great extent (Bal, 1989, 1991; 
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Büyükdüvenci, 1995; Ergun, 1987; Kırby, 2000). Dewey’s holistic ap-

proach to educational issues renders him unique among the foreign ex-

perts who have come to Turkey.

 

“Turkish Modernization” and Education

Th e most distinctive characteristic of Turkish modernization which dis-

tinguishes it from its western examples is that it is a state-centered project 

(Aktar, 1993; Ercan, 1996; İnsel, 1996, 2002; Mardin, 2000; Sarıbay, 

1982; Tarih Vakfı, 1998, 1999a). In Turkey, instead of transforming the 

individual into the citizen-subject position through a “rights philoso-

phy,” a modernization strategy was followed which brought the nation-

state to the position of organizing and defi ning dominant subject of the 

society (Can, 1998; Durgun, 1997; Keyman, & İçduygu, 1998; Nişancı, 

2001; Öğün, 1995). Furthermore, Turkey is the only Muslim country 

adopting secularism as the fundamental principle of the modernization 

project. Another principal characteristic setting the Turkish moderniza-

tion separate from the modernization projects (Berman, 1992) of other 

countries is that it is at the same time an education project (Eisenstadt, 

1999; Vaner, 2000). 

  

“Turkish Modernization” and Education from Dewey’s Perspecti-
ve:  A Balance Sheet Attempt

A clear distinction needs to be made between Dewey’s democracy de-

sign and an authoritarian modernization design implemented as some 

kind of a human and social engineering. Th e method adopted in the 

Republic’s education project is “from the top to the bottom, from the 

outside towards the inside.” Th is method contradicts with Dewey’s ped-

agogical principles as much as his understanding of democracy (Chom-

sky, 2007). Whilst education always acquires meaning and value with 

its instrumental aspect in the Turkish modernization project; Dewey 

(1996) attributes education an “intrinsic” value instead of an “instru-

mental” one. 

In the Turkish modernization, which is a typical nation-state creation 

project, individuals have been left face to face with the necessity of de-

fi ning and legitimizing their diff erences and interactions according to 

the priorities and interests of the nation-state (Nişancı, 2001). On look-

ing from the Deweyian perspective, a nation-state form which adopts 
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homogeneity as a principle is a restrictive social institution restricting 

the creation and interaction of free individuals.

Although the Republic’s education project was based on “equality of 

opportunity” and “coed education” principles as discourse, in practice, a 

mentality which turned these principles into their opposites prevailed 

(Arat, 1999; Özsoy, 2004a; Tan, 1994; Ünal & Özsoy, 1999). In the 

Dewey pedagogy, the principles of democratic localization of the edu-

cation system and the autonomy of the school have an important place 

(Barber, 1995; Pereira, 2007; Shook, 2002). It has not been possible to 

implement these principles during any period in the history of Turkish 

education. Th is in turn may be evaluated as a striking indicator of the 

weakness of the Turkish modernization project on the democracy front.

In all types and levels of the Turkish education system, one of the fun-

damental objectives of the school has been to prepare the student for the 

next level of education and life. Whereas according to Dewey (1996), 

school should not be a preparation for life but life itself. In the Repub-

lic’s education project, a “pedagogyzm” is prevalent which exhibits itself 

in the form of attributing an educational value in itself independent 

of education and educational issues (Özsoy, 2004b). One of Dewey’s 

(1996) fundamental pedagogical beliefs is that there is no lesson or sub-

ject which can attribute educational value on its own.

Whilst Dewey objected to all types of social exclusion and supervision 

mechanisms in education; starting from the early years of the Republic, 

education has increasingly become an exam and success focused selec-

tive system in Turkey. In reality, in the Turkish modernization project 

run by the state elites, the fundamental priority of education has been 

bringing up elites (Eskicumalı, 2003; Tarih Vakfı, 1999b; Tekeli, 1983; 

Türköne, 2003; Ünal, 1999; Zürcher, 1998). Dewey argues that mod-

ernization cannot be brought about by bringing up a small number of 

leaders, and that it is a requirement of democracy for all citizens to 

receive education (Westbrook, 1993; Eastman, 1968).

Conclusion

In the present study, it was concluded that there is an irreconcilable con-

fl ict between the values the Turkish modernization is based on which 

is at the same time an education project and the libertarian and demo-

cratic values Dewey advocates. 
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