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Introduct�on

In a report ent�tled “G�rls, Educat�onal Equ�ty and Mother Tongue-Based 
Teach�ng” prepared for UNESCO, Carol Benson states that language, and 
espec�ally the language used for educat�onal �nstruct�on, const�tutes one of the 
ma�n mechan�sms �n the cont�nuous reproduct�on of �nequal�ty. Accord�ng to 
th�s report, �n commun�t�es that are subject to the type of �nequal�ty where 
language �s a factor �n reproduc�ng �nequal�t�es, g�rls and women whose mother 
tongue �s d�fferent from the med�um of �nstruct�on are subject to more severe 
d�scr�m�nat�on.1  S�m�larly, Stromqu�st says that even �n reg�ons where a relat�ve 
degree of gender equal�ty �s ach�eved �n educat�on, a s�gn�f�cant amount of 
�nequal�ty ex�sts from the po�nt of v�ew of d�fferent ethn�c groups and the poor 
who l�ve �n these reg�ons.2  As �nd�cated by th�s research, �n many parts of the 
world people �n the lowest soc�oeconom�c strata generally belong to m�nor�ty 
ethn�c groups and the�r mother tongue language that �s d�fferent from the 
dom�nant language spoken �n that reg�on or country. Moreover, the ethn�c 
groups that these people are members of are generally unable to benef�t equally 
from the soc�al, pol�t�cal, med�cal and educat�onal opportun�t�es prov�ded by the 
state, wh�ch �s founded on the dom�nant commun�ty’s cr�ter�a. Although many 
d�fferent methods of exclus�on ex�st, one of the most prom�nent strateg�es used 
to marg�nal�ze groups �s to �nst�tute pol�c�es bann�ng the use of the commun�t�es’ 
mother tongues. S�nce the soc�al, pol�t�cal and econom�c env�ronment does not 
perm�t mult�l�ngual�sm and s�nce the language of the env�ronment �s dom�nated 
by the language of the dom�nant group, many people who do not speak the 
dom�nant language are unable to make the�r presence felt �n such env�ronments. 
Even �n cases where people do speak the language of the dom�nant group, they 
generally speak �t w�th a d�fferent accent and may st�ll therefore be subject to 
d�scr�m�nat�on and exclus�on. For a var�ety of reasons, �n terms of us�ng the 
dom�nant language �n the�r soc�al, pol�t�cal and econom�c l�ves, women have 
even less opportun�t�es than men.3

The observat�ons and exper�ences recounted by teachers who part�c�pated �n the 
teacher workshops organ�zed by the D�yarbakır Inst�tute for Pol�t�cal and Soc�al 
Research (DISA) organ�zed �n 2011 �nd�cated that the effect of off�c�al language 
pol�c�es on Kurd�sh students var�es accord�ng to students’ gender. The f�rst of 
these workshops took place on May 7, 2011 �n D�yarbakır, w�th the part�c�pat�on of 
Kurd�sh teachers work�ng �n D�yarbakır, as well as teachers work�ng �n c�t�es such 
as Şırnak, B�ngöl, Hakkar�, Van, Urfa and Batman; the second was real�zed from 
July 4-5, 2011, aga�n �n D�yarbakır but th�s t�me w�th the part�c�pat�on of teachers 
work�ng �n parts of c�t�es l�ke Ankara, Istanbul, Mers�n and Izm�r where Kurds 
have �mm�grated for var�ous pol�t�cal and econom�c reasons. The �ssues covered 
�n these workshops cons�sted of the l�ngu�st�c, psycholog�cal, pol�t�cal and soc�al 
factors that determ�ne the scholast�c and educat�onal exper�ences of Kurd�sh 
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students. The school�ng of g�rls formed one of the �ssues brought up w�th�n th�s 
framework. Teachers part�c�pat�ng �n the workshops stated that g�rls and boys 
whose mother tongue �s Kurd�sh are affected �n d�fferent ways by monol�ngual 
educat�on pol�c�es �n Turk�sh. Most teachers sa�d that g�rls are less able to attend 
school than boys, that they are qu�eter �n the classroom, and that, �n the long 
term, g�rls forget the�r mother tongue faster. 

These observat�ons �nd�cate that when we reflect on the educat�on of Kurd�sh 
g�rls �n Turkey and the �nequal�t�es that they encounter, we should take �nto 
cons�derat�on the �ssue of mother tongue and of off�c�al language pol�c�es as 
well. Efforts �n th�s area are of great �mportance �n terms of understand�ng the 
educat�onal exper�ences and needs of Kurd�sh ch�ldren, espec�ally g�rls. As stated 
by Benson, understand�ng the exper�ences that d�scr�m�nated commun�t�es are 
fac�ng const�tutes one of the ma�n steps towards demand�ng and develop�ng 
an educat�onal system that w�ll be to the advantage of the commun�t�es that 
exper�ence d�scr�m�nat�on. Unless th�s �s done, suggest�ons and changes generally 
do noth�ng more than result �n more �nequal�ty and the reproduct�on of standards 
that only el�te groups are able to meet.4 

From such a start�ng po�nt outl�ned so far, the a�ms of th�s study can be l�sted as 
follows: 

 to d�scuss the �ssue of gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on �n terms of  
 male dom�nated nat�on-state pol�c�es and �nternat�onal non-  
 governmental organ�zat�ons’ campa�gn pract�ces; 

 to cr�t�cally exam�ne the d�scourses and pract�ces of Turk�sh campa�gns   
 that advocate for the school�ng of g�rls; 

 to reflect on the po�nts of overlap between gender �nequal�ty and   
 mother tongue language pract�ces; 

 to d�scuss Kurd�sh g�rls’ l�ngu�st�c pract�ces �n the f�rst glance w�thout   
 draw�ng strong conlus�ons and mak�ng general�zat�ons. 

In order to ach�eve these a�ms, th�s report f�rst expla�ns the l�nks between gender, 
educat�on and mother tongue �n terms of nat�on-state pol�c�es. Then �t prov�des a 
br�ef overv�ew of  d�fferent approaches to gender and educat�on. Subsequently, �t 
exam�nes  campa�gns and projects perta�n�ng to gender and educat�on carr�ed out 
�n Turkey. F�nally, th�s report evaluates the s�tuat�on from a Kurd�sh perspect�ve 
and makes a number of recommendat�ons. 

Th�s report advocates that the �mplementat�on of a gender-consc�ous, mother 
tongue-based mult�l�ngual educat�on �s key to ach�ev�ng an all-�nclus�ve 
educat�onal system and el�m�nat�ng gender-based �nequal�t�es and d�scr�m�nat�on. 
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Gender Inequal�ty �n Educat�on 

Educat�on �s cons�dered one of the ma�n tools for the consol�dat�on and 
reproduct�on of states’ off�c�al �deology and the �ndoctr�nat�on of th�s �deology 
�nto the commun�ty. In other words, �t �s one of the state’s most �mportant tools 
for reproduc�ng �tself. Power relat�ons that ex�st w�th�n soc�ety and determ�ne the 
state’s character reflect �nd�rectly on the educat�on system. Therefore, although 
they may vary from country to country, educat�on systems under state control 
cont�nue to harbor elements that �nst�ll �deals that embody �nequal�ty, gender 
d�scr�m�nat�on, nat�onal�sm, rac�sm and marg�nal�zat�on.

Educat�on �s of espec�ally dec�s�ve �nfluence �n the reproduct�on of gender 
�nequal�ty. Th�s �s related not only to �nequal�ty of boys’ and g�rls’ access to 
educat�on, but also to the �nfluence educat�onal curr�cula and school cultures on 
the reproduct�on and consol�dat�on of gender roles.

If we set as�de the wealthy countr�es of the Northern hem�sphere, �n many 
countr�es of the world g�rls do not have an equal opportun�ty to access educat�on. 
At th�s po�nt, �ll�teracy �s ma�nly a women’s �ssue. Th�s �s part�ally due to fact that 
boys attend school at h�gher rates than g�rls and compounded by the fact that 
a s�gn�f�cant percentage of g�rls who beg�n school are forced to drop out and 
are therefore unable to the�r educat�on. When we take �nto cons�derat�on the 
dec�s�ve role of educat�on on determ�n�ng the �mprovement of soc�oeconom�c 
standards, �nequal�ty of access to educat�on for g�rls and women can be sa�d to 
cause poverty. Furthermore, �t �s transm�tted �ntergenerat�onally.

The d�mens�ons of the �ssue of gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on are not l�m�ted 
solely to unequal access to educat�on. As ment�oned above, the content of 
curr�cula and school culture also play �mportant roles �n the reproduct�on of 
gender �nequal�ty. There are many stud�es that have shown that school curr�cula 
conta�n stereotypes about gender, and these curr�cula play a key role �n the 
shap�ng soc�et�es’ �deal gender roles and thus contr�bute to the preservat�on of 
gender h�erarch�es and �nequal�ty rather than quest�on�ng them.5  As emphas�zed 
by Feyz�ye Sayılan, educat�on systems are cont�nu�ng to play a key role �n the 
reproduct�on of dom�nant stereotypes, judgments, and values based on gender 
d�scr�m�nat�on through the �nformat�on prov�ded at school and the cultural 
cl�mate present w�th�n schools.6  Stereotypes related to gender roles are clearly 
reflected �n textbooks. Both �n wr�tten texts and �n v�sual mater�als women are 
presented w�th�n the context of the�r household and motherhood roles and are 
portrayed as pass�ve, whereas men are represented outs�de the�r homes and as 
act�ve part�c�pants �n soc�ety.

For example, accord�ng to a study carr�ed out by Eğ�t�m-Sen [Educat�on and 
Sc�ence Workers’ Un�on] on soc�al stud�es textbooks for use �n the 1st, 2nd and 
3rd grades, boys are presented as �ndependent and act�ve, wh�le g�rls as pass�ve 
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and dependent. Men are shown work�ng �n manager�al or superv�sory pos�t�ons, 
whereas women are represented as mothers and w�ves, and work�ng women 
are presented �n profess�ons l�ke teach�ng and nurs�ng, wh�ch are cons�dered a 
cont�nuat�on of the role of motherhood. G�rls are generally dep�cted at school, at 
home, or �n the �mmed�ate surround�ngs and �n the company of the�r mothers 
or of other women, wh�le boys are dep�cted outs�de of the home and ma�nly w�th 
the�r fathers or other men.7  S�m�larly, �n a content analys�s on 6th grade Turk�sh 
textbooks, Lütf� Kırbaşoğlu Kılıç and B�rcan Eyüp establ�shed that textbooks take 
a trad�t�onal approach to gender.  W�th�n textbooks, men are more v�s�ble than 
women, men are presented as employed �n a w�der range of profess�ons than 
women, and that women are generally represented through the�r role �n the 
fam�ly. In terms of household dut�es, women are represented at home, wh�le 
men are represented as prov�d�ng for the fam�ly by work�ng outs�de the home. In 
gender roles related to personal�t�es, women are dep�cted as weak and pass�ve, 
wh�le men are dep�cted as strong �nd�v�duals equ�pped w�th common sense.8 

Another study carr�ed out by Eğ�t�m-Sen on textbooks of Turk�sh L�terature, 
Language and Narrat�on po�nts to another d�mens�on of gender �nequal�ty �n 
text books: the �nv�s�b�l�ty of women.  In th�s study of 821 l�terary texts �ncluded 
�n l�terature textbooks, only 24 were by female authors.9  

UNICEF Turkey conducted another study on Turk�sh educat�on on th�s �ssue.10 

Accord�ng to th�s study, although Turkey has acceded to a number of �nternat�onal 
treat�es that a�m to ach�eve gender sens�t�v�ty �n educat�on, such as the Be�j�ng 
Platform for Act�on and CEDAW (Convent�on on the El�m�nat�on of D�scr�m�nat�on 
Aga�nst Women) “no work has been carr�ed out to el�m�nate gender roles �n 
educat�onal curr�cula, �n educat�on/learn�ng mater�als, and/or �n textbooks.” 
C�t�ng research that shows that the necessary awareness has not yet been created 
w�th�n teacher tra�n�ng programs and that gender roles are be�ng cont�nuously 
recreated,11  the study states that teachers �n Turkey are not aware of gender 
d�scr�m�nat�on, that they do not quest�on �t or show any part�cular �nterest �n the 
subject, and that they have �nternal�zed trad�t�onal gender roles.

A nat�onal�st and m�l�tar�st�c state �ntens�f�es the type of �nequal�t�es ment�oned 
above. The �dent�f�cat�on of men w�th the m�l�tary, protect�ng the country from 
“fore�gn enem�es,” and of women w�th the country that needs to be protected 
aga�nst “fore�gn enem�es” results �n the consol�dat�on of gender roles prescr�bed 
by nat�onal�st and m�l�tar�st�c �deology for men and women. A nat�onal�st state’s 
affect on educat�on �s not l�m�ted to gender �ssues. As th�s report w�ll explore, �n 
nat�onal�st state projects the educat�on of women has always been cons�dered a 
“nat�onal �ssue” and cont�nues to be cons�dered as such.

Nat�on-State Bu�ld�ng and the Educat�on of Women �n Nat�onal�st Projects

N�ra Yuval-Dav�s, known for her research on the relat�onsh�p between nat�onal�sm 
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and gender, states that to observe the place that gender relat�ons occupy �n 
nat�onal�st projects, �t �s necessary to exam�ne the nat�on-state bu�ld�ng processes.12 

For Yuval-Dav�s, �n the nat�on-state bu�ld�ng processes women occupy the role of 
b�olog�cal reproducers of the nat�on and are seen as guard�ans of “culture.” Women 
are ass�gned the duty of transm�tt�ng a nat�onal�st culture to future generat�ons. 
Women must bu�ld a “nest” �n a way that �s spec�f�ed by the�r culture; �n other 
words, they are seen as reproducers of culture �n nat�on-state bu�ld�ng.13  As they 
are ass�gned the role of cultural and b�olog�cal reproducers of the nat�on, women 
are �dent�f�ed ma�nly w�th the “nest” and the�r status w�th�n the home �s g�ven 
prom�nence. Espec�ally �n modern�z�ng nat�on-state bu�ld�ng projects, women 
are also charged w�th the duty of reflect�ng the modern�ty and c�v�l�zat�on of the 
nat�on. In a modern�z�ng, secular nat�on-state bu�ld�ng processes tak�ng place 
�n the late 19th century and the early 20th century, th�s duty has results �n the 
�ntroduct�on of a number of egal�tar�an legal regulat�ons and �n plac�ng spec�al 
emphas�s on women’s educat�on and on the�r v�s�b�l�ty �n the publ�c sphere. There 
�s no doubt that legal reform and the �mportance placed on women’s educat�on 
arose from the needs of a nat�onal�st bu�ld�ng project rather than from the �deal 
of benef�t�ng women or of gender equal�ty, and hence the consequences of such 
reforms d�d not serve to substant�ally �ncrease gender equal�ty. The efforts made 
�n Turkey dur�ng the Republ�c’s early years that advocated for women’s educat�on 
and for women to be �ncluded �n the profess�onal world can also be evaluated 
w�th�n th�s context.

The expectat�on that women reflect the nat�on’s modern�ty �s not the only reason 
beh�nd the �mportance placed on the educat�on of women �n nat�onal�st nat�on-
state bu�ld�ng projects. Great �mportance has been attached to the educat�on of 
women �n parallel to the role that educat�on plays �n the nat�on bu�ld�ng process. 
Educat�onal curr�cula have been prepared and �ncluded �n the educat�on system 
w�th the a�m of ensur�ng that men and women �nternal�ze the roles and dut�es 
requ�red by the nat�onal�st project. W�th�n nat�on-state bu�ld�ng processes, wh�ch 
endeavor to def�ne nat�onal �dent�ty on the bas�s of a s�ngle ethn�c nucleus, 
educat�on �s ass�gned another funct�on as well: ass�m�lat�on. Ass�m�lat�on a�ms 
to merge the plural�ty that soc�ety presents �n terms of languages, cultures and 
ethn�c�t�es w�th�n a s�ngle nat�onal �dent�ty. Pol�c�es of ass�m�lat�on v�a educat�on 
have accompan�ed cultural and l�ngu�st�c standard�zat�on pol�c�es �mplemented 
v�a legal and demograph�c tools. In textbooks and school curr�cula nat�ons are 
generally dep�cted as homogenous people who speak the same language and 
share the same rel�g�ous bel�efs (�n add�t�on to be�ng combat�ve and mascul�ne).

Turkey has undergone a process very s�m�lar to the one descr�bed above. Legal, 
cultural and pol�t�cal pract�ces that a�m to create a “s�ngle language,” a “s�ngle 
culture” and a “s�ngle nat�on” have been accompan�ed by a “nat�onal” educat�on 
program that d�sregards all ethn�c�t�es other than the Turk�sh ethn�c group and 
all languages and cultures other than the Turk�sh language and culture. The 
Turk�sh “nat�onal” educat�on program, �mbued w�th nat�onal�st and m�l�tar�st�c 
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elements, has also been shaped as a gendered educat�on system. As ment�oned at 
the beg�nn�ng of th�s study, g�rls and women, the poor, and commun�t�es whose 
languages are not off�c�ally recogn�zed by the state are among those who are most 
affected by these pol�c�es.14  Thus, from these groups’ po�nt of v�ew, there appears 
to be a s�gn�f�cant l�nk between language and gender �nequal�ty. As prev�ously 
ment�oned, wh�le “nat�onal” cultures dep�ct men as act�ve subjects and ass�gn 
them leadersh�p roles �n soc�ety, they dep�ct women as pass�ve subjects whose 
role �n the nat�on �s that of domest�c caretaker, emot�onal vessel and pr�vate be�ng. 

Nat�on-States and Internat�onally Supported Campa�gns

As d�scussed above, the educat�on of women and g�rls and the content of 
educat�onal mater�als are part of a nat�on-state bu�ld�ng process wh�ch endeavors 
to create a homogenous �dent�ty. Desp�te the nat�on-bu�ld�ng process hav�ng 
started several decades ago, the educat�on of women and g�rls cont�nues to be a 
“nat�onal” �ssue for the state. Furthermore, due to global cap�tal�sm want�ng to 
�nclude women �n the workforce as cheap labor, the educat�on of women and 
g�rls has now become an �ssue for both nat�onal and �nternat�onal organ�zat�ons. 

Current global�zat�on movements and chang�ng soc�al cond�t�ons requ�re that 
women be ass�gned new roles �n econom�c and soc�al relat�ons. Thus, the 
educat�on  prov�ded to both boys and g�rls by nat�on-states has changed. Through 
the organ�zat�on of campa�gns such as Educat�on for All, the �nclus�on of g�rls �n 
educat�on has been emphas�zed and attempts have been made to prov�de women 
w�th educat�on through means such as l�teracy courses. Although such campa�gns 
do result �n a relat�ve r�se �n the school�ng rate of g�rls (espec�ally �n certa�n 
reg�ons), they have ne�ther problemat�zed the power relat�ons that const�tute an 
obstacle to women’s and g�rls’ r�ght to obta�n educat�on nor produced a change 
�n the gendered character of the off�c�al systems of educat�on. Therefore, these 
programs have produced a relat�ve �ncrease �n g�rls’ school�ng rates, but they 
have not resulted �n system�c change that would suff�c�ently empower g�rls to 
change the�r s�tuat�on. Some of these campa�gns have actually resulted �n the 
cont�nuat�on of homogen�z�ng pol�c�es because they have �gnored how g�rls 
and boys from d�fferent soc�o-econom�c levels or d�fferent rel�g�ous and ethn�c 
commun�t�es are affected by these pol�c�es.15 

Thus, �t �s clear that �t would be m�slead�ng to reach any conclus�ons regard�ng 
gender and mother tongue educat�on s�mply on the bas�s of ev�dence such as 
school�ng rates w�thout tak�ng �nto cons�derat�on that power relat�ons based on 
ethn�c and class d�fferences and other types of soc�al �nequal�ty that reproduce 
educat�onal �nequal�t�es. When states and �nternat�onal non-governmental 
organ�zat�ons reduce educat�onal data on g�rls and boys to stat�st�cs and �gnore 
other types of analyses, �t creates a type of “gender bl�ndness” and prevents the 
cr�t�cal quest�on�ng of state pol�c�es on �ssues such as educat�onal �nst�tut�ons, 
gendered d�mens�ons of power, and d�v�s�on of labor.16 
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On the other hand, the fact that women are cons�dered carr�ers of nat�onal 
culture and to transm�t �t to the next generat�ons does not mean that they 
become the only target of ass�m�lat�on�st nat�on-states endeavor�ng to create 
a s�ngle, un�tary nat�onal �dent�ty. Espec�ally l�ngu�st�c m�nor�t�es who show 
res�stance to nat�on-states’ projects to create l�ngu�st�cally homogeneous soc�et�es 
are seen as ass�gn�ng women the sole respons�b�l�ty to protect the�r language 
and pos�t�on�ng women as guard�ans of the�r mother tongue. In th�s s�tuat�on, 
women are expected to not to learn the language of the dom�nant group and 
to use only the�r mother tongue. However, the only way for women to benef�t 
from educat�onal opportun�t�es �n such env�ronments �s to learn the dom�nant 
language. Th�s s�tuat�on somet�mes results �n a tens�on w�th�n commun�t�es that 
show res�stance to nat�onal�st programs, because women w�th�n the res�stant 
commun�ty are expected to transm�t the commun�ty’s mother tongue to the 
next generat�ons, but they also must surv�ve w�th�n the dom�nant system, wh�ch 
necess�tates that women learn and use �ts language.

Gender and Mother Tongue

In many countr�es around the world, there are soc�o-econom�c and cultural 
obstacles to g�rls’ r�ght to obta�n formal educat�on. These obstacles are not 
l�m�ted to h�nder�ng g�rls’ access to educat�on. G�rls who are able to beg�n 
school and rece�ve the�r pr�mary educat�on somet�mes encounter s�gn�f�cant 
problems �n the further stages of the�r school�ng. Although many stud�es have 
been conducted on these obstacles and many academ�c publ�cat�ons have dealt 
w�th th�s �ssue, the �ssue of mother tongue-based educat�on has not been g�ven 
suff�c�ent emphas�s. Although most stud�es based on stat�st�cal data demonstrate 
that g�rls are less able than boys to benef�t from educat�on, these stud�es generally 
c�te causes such as fam�ly att�tudes, cultural and rel�g�ous tenets, and poverty as 
respons�ble for women not obta�n�ng an educat�on at the same rate as men. Few 
stud�es have been conducted that exam�ne the overlap among factors related to 
language and gender �n educat�onal env�ronments. The prev�ously ment�oned 
G�rls, Educat�onal Equ�ty and Mother Tongue-Based Teach�ng,17  prepared by Carol 
Benson for UNESCO, const�tutes a rare except�on �n th�s f�eld. In her paper, wr�tten 
to overcome th�s shortcom�ng, Benson demonstrates that �n commun�t�es whose 
mother tongue �s d�fferent from the language of �nstruct�on, g�rls are subject to 
more �nequal�ty and d�scr�m�nat�on. Accord�ng to the conclus�ons that Benson 
comp�led from a number of stud�es, among ch�ldren who have to attend school 
where the language of educat�on �s d�fferent from the�r mother tongue, �t �s 
more d�ff�cult for g�rls to develop l�ngu�st�c competence �n the language used at 
school because they spend the major�ty of the�r t�me outs�de of school at home 
do�ng household chores. Moreover, some stud�es show that boys are generally 
perm�tted to talk �n classroom act�v�t�es and g�rls are generally not encouraged to 
speak.18  Consequently, g�rls are generally less exposed than boys to the dom�nant 
language and they are not able to learn the dom�nant language well enough 
to follow along �n classes. Accord�ng to the stud�es c�ted by Benson, �n mother 
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tongue-based b�l�ngual schools, g�rls attend school more regularly, are known 
as successful students, and obta�n h�gher scores on academ�c ach�evement tests. 
Furthermore, cases of students fa�l�ng class or dropp�ng out are encountered 
much less often among students that attend mother tongue-based b�l�ngual 
schools. Accord�ng to Benson’s f�nd�ngs, mother tongue-based b�l�ngual educat�on 
s�gn�f�cantly �ncreases g�rls’ access to educat�onal opportun�t�es and the �mpact 
these opportun�t�es have on the�r l�ves.

There are f�eld work-based research �n the �nternat�onal l�terature wh�ch shows 
parallel�sm to what Benson wr�tes and s�m�lar to the s�tuat�on of Kurd�sh g�rls 
�n Turkey. For example, accord�ng to a research conducted on the educat�onal 
exper�ences of g�rls belong�ng to ethn�c m�nor�t�es �n V�etnam who do not 
speak V�etnamese,19  g�rls state they l�ke school, but that because they cannot 
understand V�etnamese, wh�ch �s the only language used �n educat�on, they 
are not able to learn the �nformat�on presented �n lessons and they therefore 
do not want to cont�nue attend�ng school. Furthermore, the study also reports 
that many students exper�ence ser�ous pronunc�at�on problems �n the dom�nant 
language and f�nd �t d�ff�cult to understand the most fundamental concepts; 
and that teachers, who do not speak the students’ language, feel helpless and 
are not able to help these students. On the other hand, the dom�nant publ�c 
op�n�on �n V�etnam bel�eves that the V�etnamese educat�onal system does 
not teach V�etnamese well enough to a�d students’ academ�c development 
and suggests more teach�ng of the dom�nant language, V�etnamese, �nstead 
of br�ng�ng the students’ mother tongues �n educat�on. The study shows that 
one of the ma�n reasons why g�rls do not have competence �n the dom�nant 
language �s that they are not g�ven opportun�t�es to ut�l�ze the�r language sk�lls 
outs�de of school. Furthermore, because these m�nor�ty cultures see boys as 
need�ng to learn V�etnamese �n order to obta�n a job, boys are encouraged to 
attend school. V�etnamese culture and the m�nor�ty cultures �n V�etnam do not 
encourage g�rls to work outs�de the homes. The fact that V�etnamese �s also the 
language of V�etnam’s economy confers pr�v�lege on �t as a language and �dent�ty. 
Consequently g�rls from m�nor�ty commun�t�es are d�sadvantaged tw�ce over. 

On the one hand, some fam�l�es want the�r daughters to learn the�r mother 
tongue, but also bel�eve that �t �s necessary for them to learn V�etnamese. Fam�l�es 
therefore request that teachers use both the�r mother tongue and V�etnamese �n 
the educat�on of the ch�ldren and show great respect to the teachers who speak 
the�r mother tongue �n add�t�on to V�etnamese. 

In V�etnam, where many m�nor�ty groups suffer extreme poverty, there �s a 
major confl�ct between cultural expectat�ons and needs on the one hand and 
econom�c and pol�t�cal cond�t�ons on the other. Th�s state of affa�rs results �n 
severe �nequal�ty for g�rls whose mother tongue �s d�fferent from the language of 
educat�on and econom�c l�fe. Accord�ng to researchers, the dom�nant d�scourse 
�n educat�on erroneously problemat�zes the fact that g�rls from m�nor�ty groups 
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do not speak V�etnamese well, and rather than seek�ng a solut�on through a 
mult�l�ngual curr�culum, �t emphas�zes that V�etnamese needs to be taught at 
an earl�er age and that thus a pre-school curr�cula needs to be developed and 
�nst�tuted. On the other hand, other research asserts that �n order to br�ng about 
a rad�cal �mprovement �n the c�rcumstances of g�rls, curr�cula needs to be based 
�n the�r mother tongues that also �ncludes V�etnamese language classes. 

The V�etnamese Const�tut�on states that all commun�t�es have the r�ght to use 
the�r mother tongue �n educat�on and to learn a second language. However, 
ne�ther pol�c�es nor pract�ces �n schools reflect th�s pr�nc�ple.20  On the contrary, 
�n add�t�on to the language barr�er, m�nor�ty commun�t�es state that the off�c�al 
educat�onal curr�culum does not respond to the�r cultural, econom�c and 
gender-based needs. Thus, accord�ng to many students and parents, educat�on 
�n V�etnam �s of no use to them other than help�ng them to become l�terate and 
learn bas�c math sk�lls.

Although no stud�es based on gender and mother tongue-based educat�on have 
been conducted �n Turkey, stud�es carr�ed out on the educat�onal exper�ence 
of Kurd�sh ch�ldren, w�thout tak�ng �nto cons�derat�on gender d�fferences and 
debates tak�ng place �n a number of platforms prov�de clues on the ex�sten�ng 
s�tuat�on �n Turkey wh�ch �s comparable to the s�tuat�on �n V�etnam.21  Th�s report 
tr�es to exam�ne th�s s�tuat�on �n more deta�l. However, �t f�rst exam�nes some 
theoret�cal approaches used frequently �n the l�terature regard�ng the solut�on to 
gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on to see whether such approaches are reflected �n 
the Turk�sh case.

Theoret�cal Approaches to Gender Inequal�ty �n Educat�on 

W�th�n the l�terature on gender and educat�on, there are many debates and 
a var�ety of approaches, rang�ng from modern�sts to rad�cal fem�n�sts to 
poststructural�sts and postcolon�al theor�es. Among these theoret�cal approaches, 
there are three that br�ng depth to debates regard�ng the campa�gns held �n 
Turkey, the d�scourses advocated for, and the school�ng of Kurd�sh g�rls: the 
modern�st/l�beral approach, the poststructural�st/postmodern approach, and the 
postcolon�al approach.22  These approaches are outl�ned br�efly below and the�r 
assumpt�ons concern�ng educat�on and gender are noted.

Some of the ma�n concepts frequently referred �n the modern�st l�terature 
concern�ng gender and educat�on are equal�ty of opportun�ty, mer�tocracy and 
un�versal r�ghts. Th�s approach advocates for the equal�ty of opportun�ty among 
g�rls and boys, women and men. Beh�nd th�s approach l�es the assumpt�on that 
through certa�n evolut�onary processes, commun�t�es change from pr�m�t�v�sm 
to complex�ty and that these processes conta�n certa�n types of un�versal 
knowledge and relat�ons. The duty of educat�on, �n parallel to that of fam�l�es, the 
legal system and other state organ�zat�ons, �s to accelerate these processes and 
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to ensure that �deals thought to be un�versal are transm�tted from generat�on 
to generat�on. In do�ng so, �t �s asserted that equal�ty of opportun�ty needs to be 
prov�ded to all and that �n order to reach certa�n educat�onal levels �t �s necessary 
to emphas�ze certa�n sk�lls and competences. Thus, the knowledge regard�ng 
such subjects as l�teracy, mathemat�cs, sc�ence, and soc�al sc�ences �s un�versal 
across commun�t�es and cultures. The state’s f�rst duty �s to ensure product�v�ty 
and just�ce �n educat�onal processes and every c�t�zen should be equal before 
the law. Accord�ng to those who advocate for th�s approach, students’ level 
of success should depend on mer�tocrat�c �deals wh�ch attr�bute academ�c 
development to the �nd�v�duals’ own efforts, although th�s bel�ef �s not always 
expl�c�tly expressed. Thus, the ach�evement of equal�ty for students of d�fferent 
soc�al groups �s advocated w�thout regard to the�r soc�al class, ethn�c�ty, race or 
gender. Accord�ngly, students from the sa�d m�nor�ty commun�t�es should be able 
to ach�eve the same educat�onal level as students who are from the dom�nant 
commun�ty �n soc�ety.

From such a departure po�nt �n the 1970s, �nternat�onal non-governmental 
organ�zat�ons real�zed that some groups are more d�sadvantaged than the others by 
look�ng at the stat�st�cs. Such an approach was brought to the publ�c attent�on only �n 
1990s �n Turkey. The stat�st�cs showed meant that women and m�nor�ty commun�t�es 
const�tute the most �mportant of these d�sadvantageous groups. Follow�ng th�s, a 
var�ety of campa�gns were organ�zed for women and m�nor�ty commun�t�es w�th 
the support of �nternat�onal organ�zat�ons such as UNESCO, UNICEF and the World 
Bank. These campa�gns frequently emphas�zed “the benef�ts of school�ng of g�rls.” 
Accord�ngly, g�rls who attend school were supposed to earn h�gher wages, be of major 
benef�t to the country’s economy, and ra�se smaller, health�er, and better educated 
fam�l�es. Through th�s process, women were also supposed to be empowered. 
Examples of such d�scourse can be seen �n a number of campa�gns.23  

Accord�ng to poststructural�st/postmodern approaches, modern�st approach 
assumed that commun�t�es and people were homogeneous and thus w�tt�ngly 
or unw�tt�ngly contr�buted to the �nv�s�b�l�ty of sa�d people and to ass�m�lat�on�st 
pol�c�es. Alternat�vely, postmodern/ poststructural�st approaches preferred 
h�ghl�ght�ng such concepts as d�vers�ty, �dent�ty, power, knowledge analys�s, and 
subject�v�ty. The poststructural�st approach drew strength from the development 
of fem�n�st cr�t�ques, uncover�ng of gendered pol�c�es and pract�ces �n schools, the 
struggle of Black commun�ty �n the USA for c�t�zensh�p r�ghts and also postcolon�al 
people’s demands for r�ghts.24  In these cases, the category of “d�vers�ty” has made 
�t poss�ble to establ�sh that the dom�nant def�n�t�on of c�t�zensh�p �s bu�lt on the 
concept of the “wh�te Western man.” The term “d�vers�ty” has therefore played 
an �mportant role �n the dec�pher�ng of the d�scr�m�nat�on and �nequal�ty that 
women, Black commun�ty and postcolon�al commun�t�es are subject to, as �t 
has revealed that the construct�on of such �dent�t�es does not reflect the real�ty 
of �nter-commun�ty and �ntra-commun�ty exper�ences, and that wh�le some 
�dent�t�es are empowered, others are rendered �nv�s�ble.
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D�fferent from the modern�st and poststructural�st approaches, the postcolon�al 
approach focuses on the phys�cal, psycholog�cal, academ�c and cultural �nfluences 
that colon�es have exerc�sed on both the colon�al�sts and the colon�zed and 
then subjects th�s �nfluence to a cr�t�cal v�ew. Th�s approach exam�nes not only 
postcolon�al �nfluences but also colon�al�st d�scourses and pract�ces that rema�n 
present today. Postcolon�al approaches to educat�onal �nequal�ty attr�bute 
equal�ty to the consequences of colon�al�sm and focus on decreas�ng �nequal�ty 
by eluc�dat�ng the roles �nd�v�duals and commun�t�es can play �n shap�ng 
more egal�tar�an global or local relat�ons and movements. The postcolon�al 
approach �n educat�on exam�nes how educat�onal curr�cula, textbooks, teacher 
tra�n�ng programs, educat�onal d�scourses and pract�ces reproduce �nequal�ty 
and h�erarch�es, �nclud�ng those that are gender-based. From th�s po�nt of 
v�ew, �t �s poss�ble to talk about po�nts common to both the postcolon�al and 
poststructural�st approaches. The most prom�nent d�fference, however, cons�sts 
of the cr�t�cal stance that the postcolon�al approach takes towards Western-centr�c 
d�scourses, wh�ch are present �n some of the poststructural�st d�scourses as well.

The concept of m�m�cry, brought to l�terature by Hom� Bhabha, a postcolon�al 
theor�st, �s an �mportant tool of analys�s �n order to understand the effects 
that colon�al�sm has on the colon�zed.25  In �ts s�mplest form, m�m�cry �s “the 
des�re to be the other.” Accord�ng to Bhabha, under the �nfluence of colon�al�sm, 
m�m�cry cons�sts of copy�ng and reproduc�ng language, culture, behav�or and 
thought forms �n ways that are very s�m�lar, though not �dent�cal, to those of the 
colon�zers. However, accord�ng to Bhabha th�s m�m�cry conta�ns both repet�t�on 
and d�vers�ty; �n other words, when certa�n forms are repeated, they emerge w�th 
some d�fferences. By caus�ng s�gn�f�cant transformat�ons, m�m�cry accelerates 
ass�m�lat�on �n the spread�ng of colon�al�st �nfluence and �n pre-colon�al�st 
s�tuat�ons. The most obv�ous example of th�s can be seen �n the transformat�on 
of l�ngu�st�c hab�ts �n favor of the dom�nant language and the d�sappearance of 
mother tongue/s �n sa�d �nd�v�duals or commun�t�es.

Approaches to G�rls’ School�ng �n Turkey

In Turkey the �ssue of gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on �s ma�nly cons�dered �n the 
context of abol�sh�ng �ll�teracy among g�rls and �ncreas�ng the rate of school�ng 
among g�rls at all levels of educat�on, beg�nn�ng w�th pr�mary educat�on. The 
soc�al class d�mens�on of gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on and �ts relat�onsh�p w�th 
the power relat�ons �n soc�ety �s generally not taken �nto cons�derat�on �n the 
publ�c or academ�c d�scuss�ons. Espec�ally at the pr�mary school level, most of 
the stud�es conducted on gender prov�de stat�st�cal �nformat�on on subjects l�ke 
l�teracy rates, school attendance, academ�c success and post-school employment 
poss�b�l�t�es. Such stat�st�cs tell us that g�rls and women are at a d�sadvantage �n 
compar�son to boys and state that there �s an �nequal�ty.26  But s�nce the soc�o-
econom�c and pol�t�cal factors beh�nd the �nequal�ty �n quest�on are d�sregarded, 
there �s no �ntent�on to abol�sh these factors. Thus, �t �s not poss�ble to prepare 
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or real�ze programs to ach�eve numer�cal targets such as “100% school�ng �n 
pr�mary educat�on,” a target that �s supposed to encourage programs that ensure 
100% of ch�ldren �n Turkey rece�ve a pr�mary school educat�on. In fact, the 
consecut�ve Turk�sh governments do not have a comprehens�ve plan to fulf�ll 
the�r comm�tment to the �nternat�onal treat�es on educat�on s�gned to abol�sh 
gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on. Campa�gns l�ke “Baba ben� okula gönder” [Dad, 
send me to school], “Hayd� Kızlar Okula” [Come On G�rls, Let’s Go To School] and 
“Kardelenler” [Snowdrops], carr�ed out by governmental and non-governmental 
organ�zat�ons and f�nanced partly by �nternat�onal funds, are presented as ways 
to fulf�ll such targets. Such campa�gns, wh�ch generally employ modern�st, l�beral 
and at t�mes colon�al arguments, deserve to be analyzed apart from th�s study. 
However, people and organ�zat�ons that adopt an egal�tar�an, gender-sens�t�ve, 
and democrat�c approach to �ncreas�ng school enrollment that �s �ndependent of 
the above campa�gns or that v�ews these campa�gns �n a cr�t�cal manner are only 
occas�onally able to share the�r perspect�ves. 

In the next sect�on, th�s report w�ll exam�ne some of these campa�gns and cr�t�cal 
approaches. But before th�s exam�nat�on, th�s research should clar�fy that s�nce 
the foundat�on of the republ�c, the educat�on of g�rls whose mother tongue �s not 
Turk�sh has always been g�ven spec�al emphas�s, espec�ally �n the �mplementat�on 
of the homogeneous nat�onal �dent�ty bu�ld�ng process, or, �n other words, as 
part of ass�m�lat�on pol�c�es.27  It �s also necessary to spec�fy that the campa�gns 
exam�ned below target g�rls �n the Kurd�sh reg�on and the other reg�ons where 
mother tongues other than Turk�sh are w�dely spoken. 

Come On G�rls, Let’s Go To School, but to Wh�ch School?

Known as Hayd� Kızlar Okula, or Come On G�rls, Let’s Go To School, �s one of 
the most prom�nent campa�gns, ut�l�z�ng ma�nly modern�st �deas, encourag�ng 
parents to send the�r daughters to school �n Turkey. It �s �mportant to exam�ne 
the Come On G�rls, Let’s Go To School campa�gn �n deta�l s�nce �t has rece�ved 
s�gn�f�cant support both from publ�c funds and from non-governmental 
organ�zat�ons �n Turkey and abroad.

The campa�gn was carr�ed out through a collaborat�on between the Turk�sh 
M�n�stry of Nat�onal Educat�on and UNICEF, w�th the follow�ng pledge: to ach�eve 
100% school�ng among elementary-aged g�rls (6-14 years of age) who have been 
excluded from the educat�on system, have dropped out of school or are not attend�ng 
school regularly, and to ach�eve gender equal�ty �n educat�on.28  The campa�gn, wh�ch 
rece�ved the support of many local non-governmental organ�zat�ons as well, has 
been w�dely featured �n the ma�nstream med�a. An extens�ve v�sual and wr�tten 
promot�onal campa�gn was organ�zed and teacher handbooks, promot�onal 
posters, gu�debooks, promot�onal f�lms and logos were prepared employ�ng 
funds from UNICEF and resources from the M�n�stry of Nat�onal Educat�on.
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It �s qu�te clear that Kurd�sh g�rls are the ma�n target of th�s campa�gn. The 
campa�gn was f�rst launched �n 2003 �n Van, w�th the endorsement of Hüsey�n 
Çel�k, then M�n�ster of Nat�onal Educat�on. In�t�ally �t covered the Kurd�sh 
prov�nces where–�n terms of language usage–Kurd�sh �s spoken more w�dely 
than Turk�sh.29  The second stage of the campa�gn, w�th a few except�ons, was 
conducted �n Kurd�sh prov�nces where there �s s�gn�f�cant l�ngu�st�c and cultural 
d�vers�ty, but where the Kurd�sh populat�on st�ll const�tutes the major�ty, as well 
as �n Western prov�nces that rece�ve h�gh numbers of Kurd�sh m�grants.30  The 
v�ew that the campa�gn targets Kurd�sh g�rls �s supported by the fact that all the 
g�rls and the women �n the photographs used on the campa�gn’s wr�tten and v�sual 
med�a, as well as �n the webs�tes of the campa�gn’s components, are Kurd�sh.31  

The cho�ce of Kurd�sh g�rls as targets �s understandable for many reasons; but as 
th�s report demonstrates below, �t cannot be sa�d that these reasons exclus�vely 
a�m to empower e�ther g�rls �n part�cular or Kurds �n general.

One of the �ssues most emphas�zed throughout the campa�gn was that school�ng 
of g�rls �s more related to the soc�ety than school�ng of boys. For example, 
the follow�ng statement by Pr�me M�n�ster Recep Tayy�p Erdoğan, c�ted on the 
campa�gn’s webs�te, �s self-explanatory:

Wh�le the educat�on of boys �s of concern only to the boys themselves, the educat�on of 
g�rls �s of concern to the�r fam�ly, too. When ch�ldren grow, they rece�ve the�r educat�on 
from the�r mothers. The educat�on of women �s �mportant �n terms of the educat�on 
they w�ll prov�de �n future to the�r ch�ldren.32  

It �s clear from th�s example that transm�tt�ng the fam�l�al culture, shaped ma�nly 
by the state’s �deology, to g�rls through educat�on �s seen as a necess�ty, and 
that g�rls are therefore ass�gned the role of transm�tt�ng �t. And s�nce g�rls are 
charged w�th very �mportant roles concern�ng the future of soc�ety, �t �s of cr�t�cal 
�mportance that they are educated �n l�ne w�th the dom�nant �deolog�es. G�rls 
who are not exposed to the state’s off�c�al educat�on are class�f�ed as ch�ldren who 
are not sent to school by underdeveloped, �gnorant fathers w�th a tr�bal mental�ty 
and thus �t �s emphas�zed that these ch�ldren need to be “saved” by the state and 
“re�ntegrated �nto soc�ety.” However, �f g�rls are “saved” by the state, they are 
pos�t�oned as guard�ans who w�ll ma�nta�n the state’s mascul�ne mental�ty, rather 
than �nd�v�duals who w�ll shape soc�al perspect�ves. Th�s role �s �n fact exactly the 
same as the role ass�gned by the new state to women when the republ�c was f�rst 
founded.33  As Nükhet S�rman states, the foundat�ons of th�s approach were f�rst 
la�d �n the early years of the republ�c.34  Th�s approach does not necessar�ly �mply 
the �nclus�on of g�rls and women �n pol�t�cal power and therefore �n the sphere 
of c�t�zensh�p. Moreover, the fact that schools are perce�ved as places where g�rls’ 
personal exper�ences are rendered completely �ns�gn�f�cant and where the�r 
commun�ty’s culture’s transm�ss�on �s �nterrupted has also been d�sregarded.35 

Another po�nt that needs to be emphas�zed �s that �n campa�gns l�ke Come on G�rls, 
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Let’s Go to School, �ncreas�ng g�rls’ �ntellectual capac�ty and abol�sh�ng d�fferences 
�n the level of educat�onal ach�evements �s cont�nuously emphas�zed, thus 
creat�ng an �mage of attempt�ng to rescue the g�rls from be�ng “underdeveloped.” 
Th�s approach �n fact conceals the fact that g�rls are “kept from development” 
as a result of gendered soc�al and educat�onal structures generally produced 
and cont�nuously reproduced by the state �tself. However, as also stated by El�f 
Ek�n Akş�t, �t should not be forgotten that these “prov�nc�al l�ttle g�rls” are not 
pass�ve mounta�n flowers that need to be “adapted to the contemporary world,” 
but �nd�v�duals worthy of respect w�th the�r own pasts and the�r own soc�al and 
h�stor�cal knowledge.36 

S�m�larly, �t has been emphas�zed that �f g�rls attend school for longer per�ods, 
they w�ll be able to express themselves freely and fully real�ze the�r potent�al. For 
example, the below passage from the teachers’ handbook prepared w�th�n the 
scope of th�s campa�gn �s self-explanatory:

Thousands of g�rls �n th�s country do not attend school or are not able to do so. In other 
words, thousands of g�rls are depr�ved of the r�ght to develop themselves and the�r 
surround�ngs, to d�scover new worlds, to bu�ld a future, to fulf�ll the�r dreams and stand 
on the�r own feet… 37

However, when we th�nk of how gendered, d�scr�m�natory and –rac�st espec�ally 
�n terms of Kurd�sh ch�ldren, schools are, �t should be sa�d that the a�m of 
campa�gns l�ke Come on G�rls, Let’s Go to School �s to take control of Kurd�sh 
soc�al and cultural spheres, where the state’s �deology �s currently not dom�nant. 
Thus, the a�m of ensur�ng that Kurd�sh ch�ldren (and g�rls �n part�cular attend 
school), �s not to help Kurd�sh ch�ldren �mprove the�r commun�t�es, but rather 
to encourage Kurd�sh ch�ldren to be ashamed of the�r past and reject �t. In fact, 
stud�es have shown that Kurd�sh ch�ldren who attend school are embarrassed to 
be Kurd�sh, that they perce�ve the Kurd�sh language as a burden that they need 
to r�d themselves of, that they are embarrassed of the�r fam�l�es, and that they 
cons�der themselves to be “underdeveloped” as a people.38 

These campa�gns have also resulted �n present�ng Kurd�sh fathers who do not 
send the�r ch�ldren to school as “men w�th a tr�bal mental�ty who explo�t the�r 
ch�ldren.” Almost all med�a coverage emphas�zes that cultural character�st�cs 
and fam�ly structure are the pr�mary reasons why g�rls are not sent to school. 
Furthermore, �n almost all the campa�gn’s photographs, Kurd�sh people, and 
fathers �n part�cular, are prom�nent. Such �mages have perpetuated a culturally 
or�ental�st d�scourse wh�le �nv�s�bl�z�ng the educat�onal, l�ngu�st�c and cultural 
barr�ers the state produces that h�nder Kurd�sh g�rls’ school attendance . The 
ma�nstream academ�c world �n Turkey and abroad has allowed these or�ental�st 
approaches to cont�nue, allow�ng the state to escape culpab�l�ty for �ts act�ons by 
employ�ng a number of stat�st�cs and �nd�cators that support the state’s percept�on. 
Stud�es d�scuss�ng g�rls’ poor school attendance �n relat�on to that of boys’ school 
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attendance through stat�st�cs gathered by state plann�ng agenc�es have reached 
conclus�ons solely on the bas�s of these stat�st�cs, w�thout consult�ng the g�rls 
who are unable or choose not to attend school, or the�r fam�l�es, and have thus 
contr�buted to the spread of an or�ental�st and colon�al percept�on w�th�n the 
academy.39  However, there are some stud�es wh�ch �nd�cate that Kurd�sh parents 
endeavor to send the�r ch�ldren to school �n sp�te of all the d�scr�m�nat�on they 
exper�ence and the �nequal�ty they are subject to at school, and that most bel�eve 
that educat�on const�tutes a s�gn�f�cant way to escape the poverty they suffer �n 
the�r commun�ty.40  

School�ng of G�rls and Mother Tongue

As stated before, the target aud�ence of campa�gns l�ke Come on G�rls, Let’s Go 
to School �s Kurd�sh g�rls, but the reason for target�ng Kurd�sh g�rls �s not only 
because Kurd�sh g�rls have low school reg�strat�on and attendance rates. Such 
campa�gns enunc�ate the reasons why Kurd�sh g�rls do not attend school as 
follows:

Issues ar�s�ng from the�r fam�l�es’ low soc�o-econom�c and educat�onal levels, the 
shortage of schools and pr�vate teach�ng �nst�tut�ons, d�ff�cult�es ar�s�ng from mob�le 
educat�on, the lack of emphas�s on the educat�on of g�rls and women w�th�n the 
trad�t�onal fam�ly structure.41 

Some or all of the reasons c�ted may be cons�dered as leg�t�mate reasons why 
g�rls are not able to attend school, but the fact that the language of �nstruct�on �n 
schools and the ch�ldren’s mother tongue are d�fferent const�tutes a s�gn�f�cant 
factor contr�but�ng to ch�ldren’s �nab�l�ty to beg�n school or to hav�ng to drop 
out shortly after hav�ng begun attend�ng school.  Reports completely d�sregard 
th�s �ssue.42  Accord�ng to a stat�st�cal study carr�ed out by the Populat�on Stud�es 
Inst�tute at Hacettepe Un�vers�ty,43 school reg�strat�on and attendance rates are 
lowest for ch�ldren �n general and for g�rls �n part�cular �n Kurd�sh c�t�es where 
Kurd�sh �s spoken mostly. In parallel to the conclus�ons reached by stud�es 
conducted �n many countr�es, some of the stud�es carr�ed out �n Turkey44  �nd�cate 
that the current lack of overlap between the language of �nstruct�on and the 
students’ mother tongue const�tutes a s�gn�f�cant factor �n school attendance 
rates among Kurd�sh students. Thus, �t �s clear that the follow�ng statements 
taken from the off�c�al campa�gn webs�te do not reflect the truth:

The educat�on of g�rls means to ensure access to qual�ty educat�on for all ch�ldren who 
are depr�ved of the r�ght to educat�on, w�th spec�al emphas�s on g�rls. Th�s requ�res 
not only an �ncrease �n the number of educat�onal opportun�t�es for g�rls, but also 
the systemat�c abol�t�on of all obstacles that prevent g�rls from attend�ng school and 
ach�ev�ng success at school.45 

When campa�gns l�ke Come on G�rls, Let’s Go to School are organ�zed, �t �s not 
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a co�nc�dence  that the mother tongue �ssue �s consc�ously d�sregarded, for 
when the state a�ms for Kurd�sh g�rls to attend school, teach�ng them Turk�sh �s 
among the ma�n roles that the state ass�gns educat�on. The pr�mary reason for 
th�s �s, as stated by a number of Kurd�sh �nst�tut�ons and �n the Kurd�sh med�a 
when such campa�gns were f�rst launched,46  to teach Kurd�sh g�rls Turk�sh and 
ensure that Turk�sh--not Kurd�sh--becomes the f�rst language of the future 
generat�ons. In other words, these campa�gns a�m to ensure l�ngu�st�c and 
cultural ass�m�lat�on.47  That �s why Kurd�sh g�rls, who for many years have been 
systemat�cally excluded from educat�on by the state, have been exhorted more 
than others �n these campa�gns. Furthermore, dur�ng these campa�gns fam�l�es 
that had not prev�ously sent the�r ch�ldren to school were persuaded to do so 
through f�nanc�al support and, �n some cases, through threats. In the same 
ve�n, g�rls were awarded more scholarsh�ps than boys. There may be some who 
bel�eve that act�ons of th�s sort are meant to ensure equal�ty and that these 
campa�gns are conducted �n good fa�th. But �n sp�te of the very frequent use 
of the concept of “equal�ty of opportun�ty” throughout these campa�gns, the 
fa�lure to problemat�ze the language of educat�on �nd�cates that language-based 
d�scr�m�nat�on �n the educat�on system �s d�sregarded and that these act�ons and 
scholarsh�ps are not �ndependent of the dom�nant state’s approach. Moreover, 
even �f the �dea of equal�ty of opportun�ty �s leg�t�mate, �t �s clear that the results 
of these campa�gns are not equal.

Apart from the Come on G�rls, Let’s Go to School campa�gn, �t �s poss�ble to 
observe s�m�lar approaches �n reports prepared by some other nat�onal or 
�nternat�onal non-governmental agenc�es. For example, the report ent�tled İk�nc� 
Kadın Devr�m�: Fem�n�zm, İslam ve Türk�ye Demokras�s�n�n Olgunlaşması [The 
Second Women’s Revolut�on: Fem�n�sm, Islam and the Matur�ty of Democracy �n 
Turkey],48  by the European Stab�l�ty In�t�at�ve, states that as of 2001 women have 
reached a qu�te advanced status �n Turkey and prov�des stat�st�cal data as support 
for the�r cla�m. Th�s data �s drawn from f�elds such as law (legal amendments) 
and the access of g�rls to educat�on. Nevertheless, the report states that Turkey �s 
st�ll well beh�nd other countr�es and occup�es 105th place among 115 countr�es �n 
terms of gender d�fferences. The report recommends that, �n order to overcome 
th�s s�tuat�on, soc�ety should a�m to �ncrease opportun�t�es for g�rls from rural 
areas to attend school. But the report d�d not expl�c�tly def�ne the “rural areas” 
where g�rls are not able to reg�ster or attend school as the Kurd�sh reg�on and �t 
d�d not refer to the fact that school�ng rates are affected by l�ngu�st�c, econom�c, 
and pol�t�cal �nequal�ty. Th�s s�tuat�on does not ar�se because the organ�zat�on 
�n quest�on perce�ves Turkey as an ethn�cally and l�ngu�st�cally homogeneous 
country. In fact, �n the sect�on ent�tled Van Kadınları [The Women of Van], the 
report emphas�zes honor k�ll�ngs and states that �t �s a phenomenon w�despread 
among Kurds. Through such act�ons, th�s organ�zat�on and others l�ke �t thus 
�gnore the mult�ple forms of v�olence employed by the state and produce a 
colon�al�st d�scourse that �s further developed by �mpl�c�tly stat�ng that v�olence 
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�s �nherent to Kurd�sh culture. Thus, �t �s clear that those who prepared these 
reports adopted a colon�al�st d�scourse w�thout attempt�ng to understand the 
exper�ences of Kurds �n general and Kurd�sh women and g�rls �n part�cular.

Another report focus�ng on the same �ssue �s Eğ�t�mde ve Toplumsal Katılımda 
C�ns�yet Eş�tl�ğ�n�n Sağlanması [The Ach�evement of Gender Equal�ty �n Educat�on 
and Commun�ty Involvement Project], prepared jo�ntly by Anne Çocuk Eğ�t�m 
Vakfı (Mother and Ch�ld Educat�on Foundat�on, AÇEV), Kadın Adayları Destekleme 
ve Eğ�tme Derneğ� (Assoc�at�on for the Support of Women Cand�dates, KADER) 
and Eğ�t�m Reformu G�r�ş�m� (Educat�on Reform In�t�at�ve, ERG).49  Th�s report 
states that �ts a�m �s to develop a commun�ty-centered model to reduce gender 
�nequal�ty �n pr�mary educat�on; to reduce the number of �ll�terate women 
and to �ncrease the part�c�pat�on of women �n dec�s�on-mak�ng mechan�sms 
�n the pr�vate and publ�c sphere. Furthermore, �t des�res to contr�bute to the 
development of local and nat�onal pol�c�es a�m�ng to ach�eve gender equal�ty 
�n educat�on. Many act�v�t�es, such as �nformat�onal sem�nars for parents and 
the commun�ty, opportun�t�es for commun�ty d�scuss�ons, l�teracy programs 
for adults, and c�t�zensh�p tra�n�ng sem�nars were organ�zed throughout the 
campa�gn and a large number of people �n the commun�ty part�c�pated. These 
act�v�t�es const�tute s�gn�f�cant developments �n terms of recogn�z�ng educat�on 
and gender �nequal�ty �n Turkey as ser�ous �ssues. Moreover, unl�ke many 
prev�ous campa�gns, th�s project’s webs�te conta�ned �nformat�on concern�ng the 
ma�n soc�al and econom�c reasons beh�nd �nequal�ty. S�m�larly, �t �s s�gn�f�cant 
that �n th�s report the presence of a strong central government and the lack of 
the mother tongue language educat�on were c�ted among the reasons for Kurd�sh 
g�rls not attend�ng school. Furthermore, other reports, wh�ch do not po�nt out the 
need for mother tongue-based mult�l�ngual educat�on, cons�der mother-tongue 
based educat�on a problem and conclude that “�t �s necessary to start support 
programs for students who do not speak Turk�sh”50  w�thout mak�ng �t whether 
these “support programs” mean that educat�on �n Kurd�sh would be prov�ded 
or whether they would merely const�tute add�t�onal educat�on �n Turk�sh. Th�s 
campa�gn also proposed abol�sh�ng textbooks that portray s�tuat�ons of gender 
�nequal�ty as acceptable. Unfortunately, �t rema�ns unclear to what extent, �f 
any, such recommendat�ons w�ll be �mplemented, or �f they would also take �nto 
account soc�o-cultural, ethn�c and rel�g�ous d�vers�ty.51  Furthermore, the effect 
that such act�v�t�es have on the commun�t�es �n quest�on and what mean�ngs 
members of the m�nor�ty commun�ty attach to such proposals has not yet been 
exam�ned.

Some of the cr�t�c�sm brought �n the l�terature ment�oned above ut�l�zes modern�st, 
l�beral and colon�al approaches that, as ment�oned, are frequently employed �n 
campa�gns and academ�c stud�es on gender �n educat�on are �nfluent�al �n Turkey. 
Such stud�es can, �n some ways, contr�bute to ra�s�ng awareness about gender-
based problems and help �n overcom�ng gender �nequal�ty. For �nstance, recent 
cr�t�c�sm of these campa�gns’ v�sual mater�als and of textbooks �n Turkey has ga�ned 
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a small amount of �nfluence and now more care �s exerc�sed �n the preparat�on 
of such mater�als. But, ult�mately, the overlap between �nequal�ty and the lack of 
access to mother tongue based educat�on for many underpr�v�leged commun�t�es 
has st�ll not been g�ven the academ�c and pol�t�cal �nterest �t deserves.

On the other hand, some other works have also been conducted w�th a more 
cr�t�cal v�ew on how gender funct�ons �n relat�on to mother tongue language 
�ssues �n the context of educat�on. One such debate can be seen �n El�f Ek�n 
Akş�t’s art�cle ent�tled “Anad�lde Eğ�t�m ve Kadınlar” [Educat�on �n the Mother 
Tongue and Women].52 Akş�t �nvest�gates how the nat�onal�st �deology constructed 
gender roles and exam�nes women’s role �n publ�c educat�on. Akş�t cla�ms that 
�t �s �mportant that women cont�nue to dream of alternat�ves �ndependently of 
those roles and says that the res�stance and �ndependent thoughts generated by 
women can be a force that no pol�cy maker could ever foresee. The author states 
that �f the part�es opposed to mother tongue-based educat�on would take the 
knowledge of women �nto cons�derat�on �n the�r pol�cy mak�ng, not only women, 
but also each and every �nd�v�dual, would be l�berated.

Eğ�t�m-Sen [Educat�on and Sc�ence Workers’ Un�on] �s also among the 
organ�zat�ons that d�splay a cr�t�cal approach �n �ts research on debates regard�ng 
gender �n the context of educat�on. Eğ�t�m-Sen organ�zes a var�ety of campa�gns 
�n the f�eld of educat�on. These campa�gns �nclude prov�d�ng sem�nars on �ssues 
of gender �n educat�on and prepar�ng reports that endeavor to establ�sh a 
“comm�ss�on on equal�ty” w�th�n the M�n�stry of Nat�onal Educat�on; advocat�ng 
to �nclude compulsory courses on “gender” �n the undergraduate programs of 
educat�on facult�es; lobb�ng to �nclude the subject of “gender” �n the m�n�stry’s 
�n-serv�ce tra�n�ng programs; work�ng to purge textbooks and mater�als at all 
levels and �n all curr�culums of gendered references and to �nclude courses 
and subjects on gender at all levels of educat�on; work�ng to develop support 
and pol�c�es that prov�de �ncent�ves for g�rls and women to benef�t from the�r 
educat�on; work�ng to create scholarsh�p opportun�t�es for g�rls and work�ng to 
open ch�ldcare centers �n areas w�th a h�gh concentrat�on of schools.53 

Tak�ng �nto cons�derat�on these proposals and develop�ng pol�c�es and pract�ces 
that are �n parallel w�th these proposals w�ll play an �mportant role �n decreas�ng 
gender �nequal�ty, both �n the context of educat�on and w�th�n the w�der soc�ety. 
But Eğ�t�m-Sen’s research on gender �ssues does not yet take �nto account 
var�ables address�ng mother tongue language �ssues. Wh�le �t �s obv�ous that 
Eğ�t�m-Sen str�ves for the use of d�fferent mother tongues �n educat�on �n Turkey, 
one reason they have not addressed th�s subject �n the�r demands �s l�kely that 
there �s not yet a suff�c�ent number of emp�r�cal stud�es �n th�s f�eld and debates 
of th�s k�nd have not yet ga�ned suff�c�ent prom�nence.

Look�ng at the research d�scussed above and �n s�m�lar stud�es, �t �s clear that the 
modern�st and l�beral approaches const�tute the bas�s of many organ�zat�ons’ and 
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�nd�v�duals’ research. It �s also poss�ble to see some cr�t�cal research benef�tt�ng 
from the analyt�c tools of the poststructural�st l�terature referr�ng to �dent�ty and 
subject�v�ty. However, we can also see that debates on how gender funct�ons �n 
Turkey �n the context of educat�on do not suff�c�ently �ncorporate postcolon�al 
cr�t�c�sm. Th�s �s l�kely due to the fact that Turk�sh academ�a has been, to a large 
extent, apol�t�cal�zed, and that postcolon�al l�terature �s not well-known �n Turkey. 
Furthermore, many of the ma�n theoret�cal texts �n the f�eld of postcolon�al 
stud�es have not yet been translated �nto Turk�sh or Kurd�sh.54  However, some 
rare examples of such arguments can be found �n Kurd�sh newspapers and 
magaz�nes as well as publ�c demonstrat�ons.55 Yet, �n the future academ�c stud�es 
employ�ng poststructural�st and postcolon�al theor�es and research methods can 
play an �mportant role both �n ra�s�ng awareness concern�ng the educat�onal 
exper�ences of Kurd�sh students, part�cularly g�rls, through mak�ng connect�ons 
w�th the power relat�ons as well as strengthen�ng the campa�gns on th�s �ssue.

The d�scuss�ons above have focused on d�scourses employed by d�fferent 
approaches to school�ng of g�rls, espec�ally Kurd�sh g�rls. Yet, �t �s cruc�al to exam�ne 
how these d�scourses affect Kurd�sh g�rls, analyze how they shape the�r l�ngu�st�c 
exper�ences �n order to prevent �nv�s�b�l�zat�on of Kurd�sh g�rls’ educat�onal and 
l�ngu�st�c exper�ences as opposed to the prevalent stud�es under the �nfluence 
of the dom�nant d�scourses. There �s not any research exam�n�ng th�s �ssue 
follow�ng such a methodolog�cal and theoret�cal l�ne. However, exam�n�ng the 
observat�ons below w�thout mak�ng r�gorous general�zat�ons can be cons�dered a 
step �n address�ng such concerns.

Kurd�sh and Gender

Many Kurd�sh ch�ldren are not able to attend school for a number of reasons, 
pr�nc�pally because of poverty and the d�scr�m�natory structure of the educat�on 
system, but also because of the lack of schools and teachers, the presence 
of v�olence and harassment �n the school env�ronment, and the�r fam�l�es’ 
�nd�fference. When, due to poverty, Kurd�sh fam�l�es are faced w�th the cho�ce 
of wh�ch of the�r ch�ldren to send to school, they generally choose to send the�r 
male ch�ldren. In some cases, Kurd�sh g�rls are not sent to school due to perce�ved 
rel�g�ous constra�nts. And somet�mes, even �f g�rls are sent to elementary school, 
they are not perm�tted to further the�r educat�on by attend�ng h�gh school or 
un�vers�ty, e�ther because of the schools’ educat�onal pol�c�es or because of 
pressure from the�r fam�l�es. Based on the d�scuss�ons from the case study of 
V�etnam ment�oned before and observat�ons from the teacher workshops 
organ�zed by DISA, even when g�rls are able to attend school and further the�r 
educat�on �t �s clear that g�rls are st�ll d�sadvantaged due to the fact that the 
language of �nstruct�on �s not the�r mother tongue. In reg�ons where Kurd�sh �s 
the language used predom�nantly w�th�n fam�l�es and for soc�al relat�ons, g�rls 
have fewer opportun�t�es than boys �n learn�ng Turk�sh before beg�nn�ng school. 
Although �t �s not poss�ble yet to d�scuss th�s �ssue on the bas�s of comprehens�ve 
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emp�r�cal data, �t would not be erroneous or unfounded to say that the gender 
roles ass�gned to g�rls and boys �n soc�ety play an �mportant role �n perpetuat�ng 
th�s s�tuat�on.

Carry�ng out the f�eld research for the study ent�tled Scar of Tongue,56  we, as DISA, 
encountered a s�tuat�on that was s�m�lar to many of the observat�ons descr�bed 
above. As part of that research, researchers �dent�f�ed and conducted �nterv�ews 
w�th Kurd�sh students, Kurd�sh teachers who can speak Kurd�sh, teachers who 
d�d not speak Kurd�sh but taught Kurd�sh students, and parents. We conducted 
�nterv�ews w�th th�rteen students who attended un�vers�t�es and were able to 
speak Kurd�sh, only one was a woman. Among the �nterv�ews w�th Kurd�sh 
teachers, there were only two women. Also the cr�ter�a for select�ng parents w�th 
whom to conduct �nterv�ews was that they should not be able to speak Turk�sh, 
yet we real�zed that all of the fathers spoke at least some Turk�sh, wh�le the 
mothers were only able to speak Kurd�sh. Although we endeavored to ach�eve a 
balanced gender d�str�but�on �n the  groups, the s�tuat�on d�d not allow for th�s to 
happen. Thus, the researchers concluded that whether they are educated or not, 
men are more able to ach�eve b�l�ngual�sm at least to an extent, whereas women 
generally become monol�ngual �n Turk�sh �f they are educated and monol�ngual 
�n Kurd�sh �f they d�d not part�c�pate �n publ�c educat�on. In other words, men are 
b�l�ngual because of the�r educat�on, profess�on, and publ�c sphere part�c�pat�on. 
But from the perspect�ve of women, these s�tuat�ons const�tute s�gn�f�cantly 
d�fferent var�ables. Thus, �t �s cruc�al to exam�ne why such a s�tuat�on occurs. 

Although �t would be erroneous to make sweep�ng general�zat�ons solely on the 
bas�s of such observat�ons w�thout f�rst conduct�ng a comprehens�ve emp�r�cal 
study, the ex�st�ng s�tuat�on presents clues as to why and how among Kurd�sh 
ch�ldren who can attend school and are able to further the�r educat�on, g�rls tend to 
stop speak�ng Kurd�sh, whereas boys seem to be more successful �n preserv�ng the�r 
mother tongue. On the other hand, accord�ng to the observat�ons of teachers who 
attended the teacher workshops, among those not attend�ng to school, Kurd�sh g�rls 
and women are better able to preserve the�r language sk�lls �n Kurd�sh wh�le men 
generally become b�l�ngual. When we cons�der th�s s�tuat�on �n conjunct�on w�th 
the debate on “m�m�cry,” referred to �n the sect�on of approaches, we can reach the 
conclus�on that these f�rst observat�ons may not be completely erroneous. As stated 
also by Hom� Bhabha, over t�me, people who have been subject to d�scr�m�nat�on 
abandon the character�st�cs of m�nor�ty commun�t�es that are the subject of the 
d�scr�m�nat�on and to beg�n to “m�m�c” the forms of behav�or and thoughts of the 
dom�nant commun�ty. Th�s �ncludes forgett�ng ones mother tongue and speak�ng 
the dom�nant language only or mostly.  At th�s po�nt, one may leg�t�mately quest�on 
why �t �s g�rls �n part�cular who adopt th�s “m�m�cry.” Of course boys, too, asp�re 
to be a part of the dom�nant culture and thus forget the�r mother tongue. One 
cannot therefore say that the act “m�m�cry” �s l�m�ted only to g�rls. But the fact that 
g�rls are affected more deeply by th�s s�tuat�on ar�ses from gender roles, wh�ch �s a 
prom�nent aspect of language use as d�scussed above.
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The fact that, �n respect to Kurd�sh boys, g�rls become estranged from Kurd�sh 
faster and embrace Turk�sh faster can be l�nked to two ma�n reasons: external 
�mpos�t�on and �nternal pressure.

External �mpos�t�ons �nclude the dom�nant monol�ngual pol�c�es and pract�ces 
�n Turkey, the school exper�ences that cannot be cons�dered �ndependently from 
these pol�c�es and pract�ces, and representat�ons �n the med�a and the�r �nfluence. 
Wh�le the dom�nant �deology wh�spers that two or more languages may not be 
used s�multaneously and that there �s only space for one language--�n other 
words, �t �mposes monol�ngual�sm as a rule57 --�t also prom�ses �nd�v�duals a 
leg�t�mate place �n the publ�c sphere only �f they learn Turk�sh. Thus, through 
th�s mechan�sm and through the �nfluence of ma�nstream telev�s�on programs, 
Kurd�sh g�rls may asp�re to attend school, abandon�ng the�r mother tongues as 
soon as poss�ble, and embrace Turk�sh as the�r only way out. Moreover, after they 
beg�n school, as a result of a var�ety of factors they may conform more read�ly to 
the lessons than boys, they may bel�eve that they must be successful, and they 
may develop an �dea that �n order to be successful, they need to ass�m�late �nto 
the educat�on system as soon as poss�ble.

On the other hand, �nternal pressure can be expla�ned as the d�scr�m�nat�on 
w�th�n the fam�ly favor�ng boys and  dependency upon men. Th�s pressure, wh�ch 
should not be cons�dered as �ndependent from the dom�nant state pol�c�es and 
from patr�archy, has severely restr�cted the phys�cal areas w�th�n wh�ch g�rls can 
move freely, and as a result g�rls f�nd themselves d�sadvantaged �n compar�son to 
boys. Thus, however �negal�tar�an, author�tar�an, and d�scr�m�natory educat�onal 
act�v�t�es may be, they st�ll const�tute a way for many g�rls to escape the pressure 
brought by the�r fam�l�es and surround�ngs. Therefore, man�pulat�ng  th�s k�nd 
of a pressure, external �mpos�t�on argues that Kurd�shness �s respons�ble for th�s 
cycle and that �t �s l�m�ted to Kurds only; and po�nts to fathers’ respons�b�l�ty 
for these s�tuat�ons and sends the message to g�rls that the only way to escape 
the�r c�rcumstances �s to become educated and learn Turk�sh. In th�s sense, �t �s 
extremely noteworthy that the names of campa�gns such as Father Send Me to 
School and the others evoke th�s mental�ty. 

External �mpos�t�on and �nternal pressure are exper�enced part�cularly strongly 
among g�rls and women who have m�grated or have been forcefully d�splaced. 
The fact that Turk�sh �s the only language of commun�cat�on �n the commun�t�es 
they f�nd themselves �n results �n further ostrac�zat�on at school, �n work places, 
and �n soc�al l�fe that ar�ses because they are Kurd�sh speakers. The study ent�tled 
Ne Değ�şt�? [What Has Changed?] by Handan Çağlayan, Şemsa Özar and Ayşe Tepe 
Doğan, �s an �mportant study that presents concrete examples of th�s s�tuat�on. 
The authors state that “women and g�rls who are subjected to forced d�splacement 
exper�ence gender d�scr�m�nat�on, as well as d�scr�m�nat�on based on reg�on, 
ethn�c or�g�n and language/accent.”58  Emp�r�cal data �nd�cates that, apart from 
the soc�al and legal obstacles present to us�ng Kurd�sh �n the publ�c sphere, and 
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d�ff�cult l�v�ng cond�t�ons, such as domest�c v�olence and dependence on men, 
women and g�rls endeavor to learn the language of the place they m�grate to 
w�th the expectat�on of m�n�m�z�ng the ostrac�zat�on and d�scr�m�nat�on that they 
exper�ence.59  For women and g�rls, learn�ng Turk�sh opens up opportun�t�es such 
as gett�ng out of home, lessen�ng patr�archal superv�s�on, establ�sh�ng relat�ons 
w�th the external world �ndependently from men, and work�ng and earn�ng an 
�ncome.60  The research data shows that through all these processes, Kurd�sh �s 
gradually be�ng replaced by Turk�sh as the spoken language and that a sh�ft �n 
language usage �s tak�ng place between generat�ons.

Due to all these factors, some Kurd�sh g�rls who can attend school are subject to 
l�ngu�st�c and cultural ass�m�lat�on, result�ng �n forgett�ng the�r mother tongue �n 
a short span of t�me and the�r endeavor�ng to speak Turk�sh w�thout an accent. 
On the other hand, those who are not that “successful,” end up hav�ng to drop 
out from school because they are not able to learn Turk�sh qu�ckly enough to 
follow the curr�culum and other reasons. In that case, they are also not able 
to offer res�stance to the var�ous types of d�scr�m�nat�on and v�olence that they 
are subject to at school and/or they do not rece�ve suff�c�ent support from the�r 
fam�l�es. Although boys who go to school are subject to s�m�lar d�scr�m�nat�on 
ar�s�ng from the educat�on system and are negat�vely affected by the env�ronment 
of v�olence, fewer boys forget Kurd�sh and they are subject to less pressure when 
they speak Turk�sh. For example, boys are not typ�cally pressured to speak Turk�sh 
w�thout an accent.

There �s no doubt that all of the factors ment�oned above also br�ng about 
language loss on the part of Kurd�sh and result �n the fa�lure to transm�t Kurd�sh 
to future generat�ons, as well ass�gn�ng gender-based roles to women �n relat�on 
to th�s �ssue. In an attempt to prevent language loss, some Kurd�sh c�rcles 
advocate that only women can transm�t the language to the future generat�ons, 
and that �f they learn Turk�sh th�s w�ll not happen. Thus, they f�nd the solut�on �n 
not send�ng the g�rls to school. However, as ment�oned before, th�s approach �s 
related to women be�ng ass�gned the role of guard of ethn�c, nat�onal and rac�al 
d�fferences �n nat�onal�st projects. In other words, as a response to the dom�nant 
d�scourse’s attempted ass�m�lat�on, the new d�scourse tends to �nstrumental�ze 
g�rls and women �n yet another way rather than produc�ng a struggle and cr�t�cal 
arguments based on the perspect�ves, demands and needs of women.

Consequently external �mpos�t�on and �nternal pressure can result �n Kurd�sh 
g�rls develop�ng a state of m�nd where they bel�eve that the best way to avo�d the 
d�scr�m�nat�on that they are subjected to and to be accepted by soc�ety �s to stop 
speak�ng Kurd�sh. As a result, a rap�d loss of mother tongue m�ght occur, espec�ally 
among g�rls. In br�ef, we can say that gender, wh�ch cross cuts w�th phenomena 
such as poverty, d�scr�m�nat�on �n the educat�on system, and domest�c s�tuat�ons, 
�s a s�gn�f�cant var�able �n the ex�st�ng �nequal�t�es. 
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Mother Tongue-Based Mult�l�ngual�sm to Prevent Gender D�scr�m�nat�on 

The goal of real�z�ng an educat�onal system and way of l�fe that �s based on 
mother tongue-based and a�ms for mult�l�ngual�sm would s�gn�fy a v�tal step 
forward �n terms of prevent�ng the d�scr�m�nat�on and ostrac�zat�on that ar�ses 
from the overlap between gender and l�ngu�st�c d�fferences �n a nat�onal�st�c 
culture. Look�ng at many examples, Carol Benson suggests that �t �s poss�ble 
to real�ze such a system.61  To start w�th, g�rls attend school more when they 
are able to understand the language of �nstruct�on. Such a recommendat�on �s 
supported by the prev�ously d�scussed example of V�etnam. It �s also observed 
that when the language spoken at home �s used as the language of �nstruct�on 
�n educat�on, a greater proport�on of parents become act�vely �nvolved �n the�r 
ch�ldren’s educat�on and they want the�r ch�ldren to pursue an educat�on. When 
the oppos�te takes place, fam�l�es are both unw�ll�ng to send the�r ch�ldren to 
school and even �f they do send them to school, the fam�l�es do not have the 
opportun�ty to contr�bute to the ch�ldren’s educat�on because they are excluded 
from �t by language barr�ers. Accord�ng to a number of stud�es, g�rls pursue the�r 
educat�on for a longer per�od of t�me �n schools where the�r mother tongue �s 
used and where mult�l�ngual educat�on �s prov�ded. In such cases, g�rls not only 
become l�terate, but they also draw s�gn�f�cant benef�ts from the educat�onal 
process and are able to ach�eve success �n many other f�elds. Th�s �n turn enables 
them to be enthus�ast�c about attend�ng school and allows the�r fam�l�es support 
the�r educat�onal advancement. Moreover, commun�t�es whose mother tongue �s 
used �n educat�on bel�eve that the�r ch�ldren are less at r�sk of be�ng harassed at 
school and therefore do not worry about send�ng the�r ch�ldren to school. The fact 
that the ch�ldren w�ll be educated by teachers who speak the ch�ldren’s mother 
tongue and the probab�l�ty that the teachers may belong to the populat�on of the 
reg�on or m�nor�ty �n quest�on results �n parents trust�ng the teachers. Moreover, 
when the ch�ldren’s mother tongue �s used �n educat�on, teachers treat g�rls more 
equally �n classroom act�v�t�es. When educat�on �s prov�ded only �n the dom�nant 
language, teachers let boys speak more because �t �s boys who generally learn 
the language of �nstruct�on the fastest �n the early stages of educat�on. When 
the mother tongue language �s used as the language of �nstruct�on, g�rls can 
express themselves better and teachers w�ll not d�scr�m�nate aga�nst g�rls on the 
bas�s of the�r language character�st�cs, so g�rls have the opportun�ty to part�c�pate 
more �n the classroom.  Moreover, as observed �n many countr�es, the use of the 
mother tongue language �n educat�on encourages women to become teachers. 
Th�s may cause g�rls to look to the�r female teachers as role models and to be 
more enthus�ast�c about attend�ng school. A mult�l�ngual educat�on and soc�ety 
would thus prevent women from be�ng subject to l�ngu�st�c d�scr�m�nat�on 
and ostrac�zat�on, as found �n the prev�ously ment�oned study, Ne Değ�şt�?. If 
anyth�ng, be�ng mult�l�ngual results �n s�gn�f�cant advantages for women. F�nally, 
a new d�scourse would be produced as an alternat�ve to the dom�nant nat�on-
state’s ass�m�lat�on�st pol�c�es that would challenge the �nstrumental�zat�on of 
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women as the carr�ers of language, culture and ethn�c “essence.” It would thus 
be poss�ble to adopt an approach that cons�ders Kurd�sh g�rls as subjects rather 
than the objects of a pol�t�cal project, as subjects who have a say over the�r l�ves 
and bod�es, as women who w�sh to go to school, acqu�re a profess�on, work 
outs�de home, have the freedom to learn languages but who also m�ght w�sh – 
or somet�mes do not w�sh – to preserve and learn the�r mother tongue.

Suggest�ons �n l�eu of a Conclus�on

Th�s study a�med at d�scuss�ng the �ssue of gender �nequal�ty �n educat�on and 
mother tongue. We exam�ned the relevant aspects of nat�on-state pol�c�es and 
�nternat�onal campa�gn pract�ces. We thus demonstrated that nat�on-state 
projects �nstrumental�ze women and that �nternat�onal campa�gns generally 
emphas�ze concepts l�ke equal�ty of opportun�ty v�a modern�st-l�beral approaches, 
but that they do not problemat�ze the �nequal�ty that g�rls from m�nor�ty groups 
�n part�cular are subject to �n schools. We thus exam�ned the d�scourses and 
pract�ces of a number of campa�gns conducted �n Turkey and found that those 
who advocate for the school�ng of g�rls do not generally v�ew the subject from the 
perspect�ve of g�rls, but rather a�m for the ass�m�lat�on of Kurds and ut�l�ze g�rls 
to ach�eve the�r ends us�ng a var�ety of modern�st and colon�al�st approaches. 
Then we endeavored to d�scuss the overlap between gender �nequal�ty and the 
use or lack of  use of the mother tongue. F�nally, we brought �nto quest�on some 
non-conclus�ve observat�ons on the l�ngu�st�c exper�ences of Kurd�sh g�rls. 

Th�s report asserts, on the bas�s of �nformat�on gathered at teacher workshops 
and the concept of “m�m�cry,” that g�rls may forget Kurd�sh more rap�dly than boys 
and that th�s may ar�se as a result of external �mpos�t�on and �nternal pressure. 
As a consequence of these d�scuss�ons, th�s report states that because of the 
overlap between gender �nequal�ty and mother tongue �ssuea �n the educat�onal 
env�ronment, g�rls may encounter s�gn�f�cant d�scr�m�nat�on and that a mother 
tongue-based mult�l�ngual educat�on system that �s consc�ous of gender-based 
concerns w�ll play an �mportant role �n the abol�sh�ng of such d�scr�m�nat�on.

Keep�ng �n m�nd all of the above, th�s report makes some suggest�ons:

Extens�ve stud�es should be conducted exam�n�ng the overlap of gender and 
the use of mother tongue: The mult�var�ate s�tuat�on �nclud�ng gender and 
mother tongue should be taken �nto cons�derat�on dur�ng local, nat�onal, and 
�nternat�onal campa�gns and stud�es to be conducted.

A gender-consc�ous, mother tongue-based mult�l�ngual educat�on model 
should be adopted: The development and �mplementat�on of a mother tongue-
based mult�l�ngual educat�on model �n Turkey can result �n s�gn�f�cant d�fferences 
�n terms of abol�sh�ng the d�scr�m�nat�on and �nequal�ty present up unt�l now. 
A mother tongue-based mult�l�ngual educat�on system has the potent�al to 
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s�gn�f�cantly reduce the d�scr�m�nat�on �n quest�on and to prevent the �mpos�t�on 
of monol�ngual�sm. It may also open up new perspect�ves towards gender roles.

Cr�t�cal, theoret�cal, and methodolog�cal approaches should be employed �n 
stud�es on these �ssues: Rather than the techn�cal approach of “factors prevent�ng 
the educat�on of g�rls” and “solut�ons,” wh�ch �s the techn�que generally employed 
by current stud�es and campa�gns �n Turkey, cr�t�cal and analyt�cal methods 
based on poststructural�st and postcolon�al approaches should be adopted, 
wh�ch would enable comprehens�ve and emp�r�cal analyses. One way of do�ng 
th�s would be not to cons�der Kurd�sh ch�ldren �n general and g�rls �n part�cular 
as a s�ngle, homogeneous group, but to cons�der them as d�fferent from each 
other and d�verse. In other words, stud�es should not d�sregard the�r mult�ple 
�dent�t�es. Moreover, these d�fferences and contrasts should be cons�dered w�th�n 
the appropr�ate soc�al and h�stor�cal contexts. 

Modern�st-l�beral and colon�al�st approaches should be dec�phered and 
abandoned: The �mplementat�on of modern�st-l�beral and at t�mes colon�al�st 
approaches that emerged/are advocated for �n places l�ke Western Europe and 
North Amer�ca, where �nd�v�dual�sm �s at the forefront, �n Turkey and �n the 
Kurd�sh reg�on results �n erroneous evaluat�ons and demands when appl�ed to 
Turkey and the Kurd�sh reg�on. An �nd�v�dual may have the r�ght to do someth�ng, 
but she may not have enough power to benef�t from th�s r�ght; conferr�ng 
someone a r�ght does not mean empower�ng her. Therefore, �t �s clear that even 
when Kurd�sh �s used and a mult�l�ngual educat�on �s �mplemented, demands 
that are not based on or do not take �nto cons�derat�on gender d�fferences may 
result �n unequal outcomes. Thus, soc�ety should not only demand mult�l�ngual 
educat�on on the bas�s of “equal�ty of opportun�ty” and but rather should pay 
attent�on to d�fferences �n �ts populat�on, plac�ng emphas�s on equal results.
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DİYARBAKIR SİYASAL VE SOSYAL 
ARAŞTIRMALAR ENSTİTÜSÜ

ENSTÎTUYA DIYARBEKIRÊ BO 
LÊKOLÎNÊN SIYASÎ Û CIVAKÎ

DİYARBAKIR INSTITUTE FOR POLITICAL
AND SOCIAL RESEARCH

This report suggests that when we reflect on the education of 
Kurdish girls in Turkey and the inequalities that they encounter, 
we should take into consideration the issue of mother tongue 
and of official language policies as well. Efforts in this area are 
of great importance in terms of understanding the educational 
experiences and needs of Kurdish children, especially girls. As 
shown by the research, understanding the experiences that 
discriminated communities are facing constitutes one of the 
main steps towards demanding and developing an educational 
system that will be to the advantage of the communities that 
experience discrimination. Unless this is done, suggestions 
and changes generally do nothing more than result in more 
inequality and the reproduction of standards that only elite 
groups are able to meet.

From such a starting point, this report first explains the links 
between gender, education and mother tongue in terms of 
nation-state policies. Then it provides a brief overview of 
different approaches to gender and education. Subsequently, 
it examines campaigns and projects pertaining to gender and 
education carried out in Turkey. Finally, this report evaluates the 
situation from a Kurdish perspective and makes a number of 
recommendations. 

This report advocates that the implementation of a gender-
conscious, mother tongue-based multilingual education is key 
to achieving an all-inclusive educational system and eliminating 
gender-based inequalities and discrimination.
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