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Since the rise of the conservative Justice and Development Party (AKP) to power in
2002, Islam’s influence on Turkish politics has become much more evident. For much
of the modern’s state’s history, religion had largely been confined to the private
sphere, but the AKP has worked hard to change this. The decision to end the ban on
the headscarf for women in the universities in 2011' and the elimination of
Atatirkism as the official guideline for the education system in 2012° were two
symbolic milestones in that regard. These policies were accompanied by then Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s pro-religious rhetoric, which called on the people to
raise a “religious generation” (dindar nesil).® In the aftermath of his election to the
presidency in August 2014, this pro-religious rhetoric has been further reinforced. In
the 5™ Religion Council meeting of the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet),
Erdogan implicitly criticized the founder of the republic, Mustafa Kemal Atattrk, for
not adopting religion together with “rationality and science” as the sole guidelines for
the republic.* Diyanet, the office of religious affairs, appears to be the president’s
chosen instrument for realizing his vision of a more religious state and society.

Following the abolishment of the Caliphate and the Ministry of Sharia and Charitable
Foundations (Office of the Sheikh al-Islam) in 1924, Diyanet was established and was
assigned the role of supervising Islam and providing religious services to the Turkish
public. The Turkish military used Diyanet to legitimize its actions and win public
approval, understanding that religion was an important part of people’s lives in
Turkey. Today, Diyanet possesses enormous financial resources. Its share of the
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government’s budget is 5.4 billion Liras ($2.3 billion), which is more than the
combined budget of eight different ministries. These resources make Diyanet an
important tool for implementing AKP’s policies.’The newly launched Diyanet TV
channel and its radio station (2012) can be both watched and heard throughout Turkey
via satellite, cable, or internet broadcasts.® Having grasped the importance of social
media, Diyanet also launched a Facebook page, a Twitter account, and a YouTube
channel. Via these outlets, Diyanet seeks to provide more information about its
activities to the public and provide information about the fundamentals of religion.
Operating out of the president’s office, Diyanet officials operate a popular hotline
fatwa service that encourages callers to harmonize their daily lives with the principles
of Islam.” Above and beyond providing basic services, such as issuing “Halal”
certificates to Turkish food manufacturers and suppliers since 2011,° Diyanet is trying
to become a more important part of people’s daily lives. In this respect, in January
2015, Diyanet condemned acts like feeding a dog at home,? celebrating the Gregorian
calendar’s new year,™ playing lottery games,! tattoos, and abortions for women.*?
These activities were judged as haram, (forbidden in Islam), while some matters of
personal style, such as wearing an earring for men, were described as mekruh (nearly
haram).* Furthermore, the head of Diyanet, Mehmet Gérmez, publicly suggested
making religious marriages officially equivalent to civil marriages.”> Since the
adoption of the Swiss Civil Code in 1926, religious marriages have not been
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recognized by the state because they were viewed by the government as promoting
polygamy.

Diyanet has also tried to integrate itself into the public health services. It signed a
protocol with the Ministry of Health that provides religious officials to each hospital
to support patients’ treatments.'® Despite objections from doctors, the protocol has
remained in effect.’

Diyanet is also increasing its operations in the field of education. Recently, it
approved measures to allow courses in religion to be held in public universities’
dormitories.”® In addition, it has supported the introduction of Ottoman-Turkish
language instruction into the high school curriculum,™® and is supporting optional
courses in the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad’s life in public schools.?® Diyanet
also abolished the minimum age restriction of 12 for participating in private Qur’an
courses.?! At the same time, in order to ease the integration of young children into its
education system, it also launched its own “Qur’an Kindergartens,” where children 4
to 6 years old are taught to read in Arabic, as well as the fundamentals of Islam in a
framework of different games.? Diyanet is also trying to spread its influence to
Germany’s large Turkish population by launching a free program called
“Kindermoschee” (children’s Mosque) in Germany’s mosques.23

Gormez has also spoken out on broader issues involving the Muslim world. During
Pope Francis” November 2014 visit to Ankara, he warned the Pope of rising
Islamophobia in Europe.?* His outspoken position did not change after the terrorist
attack on the French satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo. While condemning the
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terrorist attack, Gormez criticized the West for being hypocritical for only “mourning
after the twelve French citizens while ignoring the twelve million Muslims Kkilled
worldwide.”®

Mehmet Gérmez has also made important statements on two sensitive issues: the
Hagia Sophia and the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. In a television interview, Gérmez
claimed that the Hagia Sophia (an Eastern Orthodox cathedral that was the seat of the
Patriarchate of Constantinople for a thousand years until it was turned into an
Ottoman Mosque in 1453; it was transformed into a museum in the 1930s and
declared a UNESCO heritage site in 1985) was not a church and should not be used as
a museum but as a mosque.?® With respect to Jerusalem, Gérmez called for “the
liberation of Al-Agsa Mosque from the invasion of the occupiers.”?’ Gérmez’s anti-
Israel line became even more evident when he made a correlation between “ISIS” [the
Islamic State] and Israel.?® Gérmez went on to declare that “Jerusalem belongs to
Muslims and not to them [Israel].”* Following these statements, Diyanet announced
it had included Jerusalem on its “Umrah”* route by stating that the organization will
not abandon Jerusalem. Diyanet also launched a project in the Gaza Strip to re-
construct mosques damaged during the Israel-Hamas fighting in the summer of
2014.3" More broadly, in order to promote Islam in different regions, Diyanet has built
a mosque in Albania® and even declared that it will construct a new mosque in
Cuba.®
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In light of the tension between Erdogan and al-Sisi’s Egypt, Mehmet Gérmez also
launched a new Diyanet project to establish a “University of Islam” in Istanbul as an
alternative to Egypt’s renowned Al-Azhar University. While stating that the
university had no intention of replacing Al-Azhar, Gormez openly called other
Islamic universities’ graduates, including Al-Azhar’s, “troublemakers.”*

During a July 2014 international conference in Istanbul, Diyanet called on all Sunni
and Shi‘i religious leaders to condemn the “Muslim on Muslim violence” and to
promote the Islamic unity under the auspices of a new international body.* In light of
Diyanet’s ecumenical declarations in regard to Sunnis and Shi‘is, Gormez’s attitude
towards Alevis — according to Gormez, Alevis are members of a sect of Islam — is
noteworthy. Similar to his predecessors, Gormez insists on including the Alevis
within the Muslim ‘tent,” despite Alevi objections. Gormez opposes official
recognition of Alevism as a separate faith. He also refuses to allow the Alevis’ house
of worship, known as a “Cemevi,” to be recognized by the state.*

Overall, Diyanet has emerged as an indispensable instrument of Erdogan political
agenda at home and abroad. Domestically, Diyanet functions as a supreme authority
for guiding the private lives of Turkish citizens and encouraging them to adopt a new
Sunni-Islamic lifestyle. Beyond Turkey’s borders, Diyanet is attempting to unite the
Muslim world under the political and theological leadership of Turkey. In short, it is
becoming more evident each day that, under Erdogan, Diyanet increasingly resembles
the Ottoman office of Sheikh al-Islam.
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