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TURKEY MUST ENSURE FREEDOM OF RELIGION UNDER ITS 

JURISDICTION 
 

This paper is an abridged version of an AST Report.  
 

Introduction 
 
Especially in the recent years, the Turkish government has been known with its arbitrary 
interferences with human rights and fundamental freedoms. After the corruption 
investigations that were launched at the end of 2013, the government started targeting the 
Hizmet Movement (a.k.a. Gulen Movement) claiming that the group was behind the 
investigations. The corruption case was about members of the ruling party and their family 
members including sons of cabinet ministers. Even more, the case was allegedly reaching out 
to then prime-minister Erdogan and his son. The situation got even worsened after the so-
called attempted coup happened in July 15, 2016. Erdogan, now the president, has been 
accusing the Movement of masterminding the coup attempt, whereas the Movement has been 
strongly denying their involvement. The state of emergency was declared to weather the 
storm; however, it was then transformed to a tool to justify the government’s strict measures. 
Main group attacked has been the Hizmet Movement, nonetheless, many people from other 
dissident groups have also been suffering from the government’s applications. Excessive 
number of people belonging to dissident groups have either been arrested, imprisoned, faced 
torture during imprisonment or dismissed from their jobs. There have also been other 
examples of human rights violations such as asset seizure, passport cancellations and 
psychological pressure. Not only real persons but also legal entities founded by dissidents 
were also targeted and shut down by decree laws adopted without parliamentary and judicial 
oversight during the state of emergency. 
 
Different religious communities also took their shares from the government’s arbitrary 
implementations. This paper will talk about the different types of discriminatory practices 
religious groups have been facing in Turkey recently. It will be evaluated whether freedom of 
religion and belief is respected at the level required the internationally accepted standards. 
Therefore, for the purpose of this paper different statements from government officials as well 
as the government’s actions targeting religious groups will be mentioned below.1 
 
Freedom of Religion in Turkey 
 
Turkey has been a secular country since 1928 when the provision indicating the state’s 
religion as Islam was removed as an amendment to the 1924 Constitution. Since then 
secularism has been one of the core principles enshrined in the Turkish Constitution. The 
Constitution of 1982, which is in force now, refers to secularism as well and regulates the 
freedom of religion and conscience. According to Article 24 (1) & (2) of the 1982 
Constitution “Everyone has the freedom of conscience, religious belief and conviction. Acts 

                                                
1 More detailed evaluation will be made in the AST Report which is underway. 



 

 

www.silencedturkey.org  -  help@silencedturkey.org  -  1-540-209-1934 -  @silencedturkey 

of worship, religious rites and ceremonies shall be conducted freely, as long as they do not 
violate the provisions of Article 14.”2 The Constitution also prohibits any form of 
discrimination including on the ground of religion. 
 
Freedom of religion is also protected under international human rights law documents binding 
on Turkey which are the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (hereinafter 
“ICCPR”) and the European Convention on Human Rights (hereinafter “ECHR”). Both 
ICCPR Article 183 and ECHR Article 94 stipulate freedom of religion and belief as well as 
include manifestation of his/her religion and belief to the scope. Moreover, the ICCPR 
specifies Article 18 as non-derogable in Article 4, meaning that even during the state of 
emergency going on in the country, the government must respect freedom of religion and 
belief and cannot derogate from its responsibilities. Therefore, Turkey is obligated to ensure 
that freedom of religion is respected at all levels under its jurisdiction. However, Turkey’s 
record in terms of religious freedom has not been much praiseworthy. Since its foundation, 
Turkey has been somehow restricting freedom of religion and belief. Only three groups are 
recognized officially as minorities which are Greeks, Armenians and Jews. This means all 
Muslim communities and other non-Muslim groups are not protected specially. This situation 
itself actually creates inequality between the groups, even though the Constitution promotes 
for equality. 
 
Anatolia, thus Turkey, has been hosting very different cultures and it is known to be a diverse 
land for a long time. First and foremost, Alevis are the main group facing discrimination in 
Turkey. Their places of worships, Cemevis (Cem houses), have been forcefully shut down by 
the government and are not accepted officially as places of worship. There were even 
attempts to transform them into mosques. The recognition of minority’s rights and status, 
such as right to establish their own institutions, worship places and freely express and practice 
their faith openly in public, is a problem that has not been addressed since the establishment 
of the Republic of Turkey. Even though Alevis are the second-largest group of Muslims after 
Sunni Muslims, they have been having these crucial problems regarding recognition for a 
long time.  
 
                                                
2 Article 14 which is referred in this provision prohibits abuse of fundamental rights and freedoms included in 
the Constitution; Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, 7 November 1982, available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5be0.html [accessed 14 February 2018].  
3 ICCPR Article 18: 1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right 
shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in 
community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 
practice and teaching. 2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have or to adopt 
a religion or belief of his choice. 3. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such 
limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the 
fundamental rights and freedoms of others. 4. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have 
respect for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral 
education of their children in conformity with their own convictions. UN General Assembly, International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 16 December 1966, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 999, p. 
171, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3aa0.html [accessed 14 February 2018]. 
4 ECHR Article 9: 1. Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes 
freedom to change his religion or belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and observance. 2. Freedom to manifest 
one’s religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a 
democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or for the 
protection of the rights and freedoms of other. Council of Europe, European Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, as amended by Protocols Nos. 11 and 14, 4 November 1950, ETS 
5, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3b04.html [accessed 14 February 2018]. 
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Alevis are also targeted by public officials and society. For instance, Mehmet Gormez, former 
President of the Directorate of Religious Affairs which is an official state institution, has 
explicitly said they have had two redlines which are not to classify Alevism as different than 
regular understanding of Islam and not to accept Cemevis as an alternative worship place to 
mosques.5 Alevis have been attacked by the society as well. Short time ago, houses of Alevi 
citizens in Malatya were marked with crosses in red color by unknown people for 
intimidation.6 
 
Problems of Alevis were also brought before the European Court of Human Rights 
(hereinafter “ECtHR”) many times. In a recent case, Izzettin Dogan and Others v. Turkey,7 the 
Court decided that Turkey has not been protecting the applicant’s right to manifest their 
religion properly by not providing them religious services in the form of public service, not 
granting Cemevis the status of “places of worship,” not recruiting their religious leaders as 
civil servants and lastly by not providing them funding as part of the Directorate of Religious 
Affairs’s budget. In the light of these, the ECtHR decided on the violation of Article 9 and 
Article 14. 
 
Since 2013, especially after the coup attempt in July 2016, the Hizmet Movement, a 
movement that is mainly inspired by a religious cleric Fethullah Gulen, became a target of the 
Turkish government for religious persecution and marginalization. Ironically, Fethullah Gulen 
advocates Sunni-Hanafi-Maturidi Islamic tradition, which symbolizes the belief system of the 
majority in Turkey. In fact, Fethullah Gulen is a retired cleric who worked for the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs of Turkey for his whole life. However, in the aftermath of the coup attempt, 
the Turkish government acknowledges no ethical boundaries at all and declares the Hizmet 
Movement as 'Firak-i Dalle" (perverted faith) through the propaganda of the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs.8 This term has been frequently used against the Movement and has caused 
social pressure leading to more discrimination in social life. The Ministry of Religious Affairs 
consistently publishes sermons constituting verbal harassments towards the Movement every 
Friday to be read in every mosque during Friday prayers which is, according to Islam not to 
the state law, obligatory for all Muslim men to attend. Therefore, those statements are heard 
by majority of the public attending Friday prayers. Mehmet Gormez once said following the 
“Extraordinary Religious Council” that attributes imputed to the Movement and Mr. Gulen 
cannot be reconciled with Islam. These indeed prove that the Directorate of Religious Affairs, 
together with the government, targets the Movement specifically because of their relation 
with Mr. Gulen.9 In today’s Turkey, admiring Mr. Gulen, reading his books and listening to 
his sermons are considered as actions of crime and people who revere him are labeled as 
terrorists. Therefore, individuals are not free to choose which understanding of Islam or which 
Islamic scholar to follow.  
 

                                                
5 Girit, Selin. “Cemevleri: İbadethane mi kırmızı çizgi mi? - BBC Türkçe.” BBC News, 7 Jan. 2016, 
www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler/2016/01/160107_alevi_cemevi_selingirit. 
6 Gokatalay, Selahattin. “Malatya'da Alevilerin evlerinin işaretlenmesine tepki: Korkuyu Kerbela'da 
bıraktık.” Cumhuriyet, 23 Nov. 2017, 
www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/872342/Malatya_da_Alevilerin_evlerinin_isaretlenmesine_tepki__Korku
yu_Kerbela_da_biraktik.html. 
7 ECtHR, Izzettin Dogan and Others v. Turkey, Application No. 62649/10, 26 Apr. 2016. 
8 “Abubakar Aliyu: Hizmet'e firak-ı dalle diyenlere meydan okuyorum, delillerinizi getirin.” Tr724, 23 Oct. 
2016, www.tr724.com/abubakar-aliyu-hizmete-firak-i-dalle-diyenlere-meydan-okuyorum- delillerinizi-getirin/. 
9 “Din Şûrası Sonuç Bildirgesi açıklandı.” Yeni Şafak, 4 Aug. 2016, www.yenisafak.com/hayat/din-
s%C3%BBrasi-sonuc-bildirgesi-aciklandi-2505531. 
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Together with these, other beliefs such as Atheism, Shia Islam and different branches of 
Christianity suffer from discrimination on religious grounds and cannot be considered as free 
in terms of freedom of religion and conscience under human rights law. 
 
Evaluation 
 
Considering all different types of persecutions religious communities have been suffering, one 
cannot say that Turkey is complying with its responsibilities under the 1982 Constitution, the 
ICCPR as well as the ECHR. If the country is secular, then it must be equidistant from all 
types of beliefs. As the Advocates of Silenced Turkey, we would like to remind the Turkish 
government that it is obligated to ensure freedom of religion under its jurisdiction and also 
that it must align its domestic law and practices with internationally accepted human rights 
standards. 
 
  
 


