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Abstract: Referring the Turks that migrated to European countries as ‘temporary workers’ 

in 1960, it is obvious that neither the Turkey nor the receiving countries had no 

policy about migration because of the thought that they would ‘go back to their 

homeland’. Since late 1970s, the receiving countries’ points of view have changed 

in the way that Turks were not be temporary but permanent. So they developed 

some strategies and policies. The purpose of these new laws/policies was to take 

the migration wave under the control and supporting immigrant integration in 

Europe. Turkey as an emigration country, during those days, started to take some 

serious steps about preventing its own citizens from assimilation and helping them 

to integrate successfully.  

During the migration period, from the early 1960s to the middle of 1980s, there 

was no official religious services for Turkish immigrants. For about 20 years, those 

people had been destined to be on their own. Within that period religious services 

had also been carried out mostly by some Turkey based religious groups, 

communities and movements. In this paper, the influence of Turkey-connected 

religious groups and communities on the daily religious life of European Turkish 

will be evaluated with a macro-sociological point of view.  
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Özet: 1960’larda Avrupa’nın çeşitli ülkelerine “konuk işçi” olarak göç eden Türklerle ilgili 

olarak, hem gönderen ülke Türkiye’nin, hem de göç edilen ülkelerin “geri 
dönecekler” düşüncesiyle, göçün ilk yıllarında her hangi bir politika 
belirlemedikleri görülmektedir. 1970’li yılların sonlarından itibaren Türk işçilerin 
geçici olmayıp kalıcı oldukları kanaati oluşmaya başlayınca, göç alan ülkeler bu 
göçmen işçilere yönelik bir takım çalışmalar başlatmışlardır. Bu politikaların temel 
amacı, göç dalgasının kontrol altına alınması ve yaşanılan ülkeye entegrasyonun 
sağlanması oluşturmuştur. Gönderen ülke olarak Türkiye de, yine bu tarihlerde, 
Avrupa’da yaşayan vatandaşlarının asimilasyondan korunması ve yaşadıkları 
ülkelere başarılı bir şekilde entegrasyonlarının sağlanabilmesi için bir takım 
adımlar atmaya başlamıştır.  

1960’ların başlarından itibaren başlayan göç sürecinde, 1980’lerin ortalarına 
kadar Türkiye’nin çeşitli Avrupa ülkelerinde yaşayan göçmen Türklere yönelik din 
hizmeti alanında resmi bir politikasının olmadığı görülmektedir. Yaklaşık yirmi yılı 
aşkın bu zaman dilimi göçmenlerin din konusunda kendi kaderlerine bırakıldığı 
bir döneme işaret etmektedir. Bu zaman dilimi içerisinde din hizmeti faaliyetleri, 
ağırlıklı olarak Türkiye bağlantılı dini grup ve cemaatler tarafından yürütülmeye 
çalışılmıştır. Bu çalışmada, Avrupalı Türk göçmenlerin gündelik dinsel yaşamında 
önemli bir yer işgal eden Türkiye bağlantılı dini grup ve cemaatlerin rolü makro-
sosyolojik bir perspektiften hareketle tartışılmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Avrupalı Türkler, Gündelik Dini Yaşantı, Dini Grup ve Cemaatler 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

European Turks have experienced a tough adaptation period in their host 
countries because the possibility of returning to their homeland has 
considerably decreased. Although acquiring citizenship in the host countries 
brings several legal achievements, they came across some problems such as 
the crisis of religious and national identity, a lot of conflicts of generations and 
cultures, and alienation. Turkish immigrants have established a number of 
community organizations and solidarity networks within the framework of the 
legal rights granted by the host country, primarily to provide services in 
various areas. The organizations that has been founded by European Turks 
are mostly mosque based foundations.1 The most important part of these 
organizations founded especially by Turkish immigrants who are close, 
followers or sympathisers of religious groups and movements in Turkey or 

                                                           
1  See further information: for Germany see. Perşembe, 2005; Altıntaş, 2008; Yurdakul, 2009; 
Yükleyen & Yurdakul, 2011; Adıgüzel, 2011. For Austria see. Kroissenbrunner, 2003. For France 
see. Arabacı, 1997. For Belgium see. Yanaşmayan 2010. For Netherland see. Hatunoğlu 2002; Hıdır, 
2012. For Denmark see. Jorgensen 2010; Özmen, 2012, For Sweden see. Korkmaz, 2011; For 
Norway see. Rogstad, 2009; For Britain see. Küçükcan, 1999; Çoştu, 2013; Sirkeci et all., 2016. 

 
 

connected with them. These organizations were very similar to religious 
groups and movement in Turkey and in time they have become an institution 
for fulfilling differentiated demands of immigrant communities. Because of 
their active role in the daily religious life of European Turks analysing those 
civil religious organizations and the religious and cultural life around it is so 
valuable. 

In this paper, from the beginning of the migration until today, Turkey-
connected religious groups and communities’ influence on immigrants’ daily 
religious life will be discussed with a macro-sociological point of view. Besides, 
the influences and reflections of their religious discourse and practice in their 
daily religious life will also be analysed. 

II. TURKISH IMMIGRANTS IN EUROPE AND ITS RELIGIOUS STRUCTURE 

Western European countries, soon after the Second World War focused on 
underdeveloped countries for supplying their lack of labour force in a 
development process. They have tried to supply their needs signing bilateral 
agreements. Within this frame, those countries focused on Turkey, and in 
1961 starting with Germany bilateral labour work agreement series moved on 
to Austria, Belgium, Holland in 1964, France in 1965, Sweden in 1967, 
Switzerland in 1969 and Denmark in 1970. (Abadan-Unat, 2006). The 
migration process has started from Turkey to Europe with these bilateral 
agreements under the name of ‘temporary workers’. The purpose of the 
process of migration was temporary at first, however in time it has become 
permanent due to various reasons such as waves of chain migration (family 
unification, marriage, etc.), educational and economic opportunities, refuge, 
the formation of the second and third generations, acquiring citizenship, 
burying their dead in a cemetery assigned for them in the host countries.  

At the present time, Turkish immigrants have become a kind of a demographic 
power that cannot be ignored in the economic, social, cultural and political 
life of the European countries. According to the statement of the Turkish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, about 5.5 million Turkish people live abroad and 
4.6 million have chosen to settle in Western European countries and the rest 
of them have settled in North America, Asia, the Middle East and Australia.2 
By means of the ongoing migration process and rising generations in 
immigrant countries, that number has been growing day by day. 

                                                           
2 See. www.mfa.gov.tr/yurtdisinda-yasayan-turkler_.tr.mfa (Accessed date: 30.03.2017). 
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Referring the Turks that migrated to European countries as ‘temporary 
workers’ in 1960, it is obvious that neither Turkey nor the receiving countries 
had no policy about migration because of the thought that they would ‘go back 
to their homeland’. Since the late 1970s, the receiving countries’ point of view 
has changed in the way that Turkish immigrants wouldn’t be temporary but 
permanent. So they developed some strategies and policies such as social 
security laws, repentance laws for illegal or tourist-worker, family 
reunification laws, foreigner laws etc. The purpose of these new laws/policies 
was to take the migration wave under control and supporting the immigrant 
integration in Europe. Turkey as an emigration country, during those days, 
started to take some serious steps about preventing its own citizens from 
assimilation and helping them to integrate successfully. It could be counted 
among these steps that, in Ramadan and Eid Al-adha, the Presidency of 
Religious Affairs (DIB) sent “seasonal religious officers” to the countries that 
hosting a big number of Turkish temporary workers in the late 1970s (DIB, 
General Directorate of External Relations, 2012). 

The Presidency of Religious Affairs is an official institution giving public 
service on religious issues in Turkey. As a constitutional institution, DIB tries 
to meet society's needs and requirements through internal and external 
establishments. The external establishment of DIB is organized in countries 
where Turkish citizens live as the Counsellors of Religious Services connected 
to the Turkish Embassies. Also, there are semi-official religious foundations 
in relation to these Offices under the name of ‘Turkish Religious Foundations’. 
In the early 1980s, DIB has started the practice of sending religious officials 
whose salaries are paid by the Government of the Republic of Turkey, to its 
external organizations carrying out religious activities within the mosques and 
masjids. Nowadays, in some Western European countries, such as Germany, 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Netherlands, England, Sweden, 
Switzerland, there are Turkish Religious Foundations and about 1500 mosque 
unions related to them (see. Çoştu & Ceyhan Çoştu, 2015). 

First attempts of Turkish to be organized in Europe came about in the middle 
of the 1960s and the very beginning of the 1970s. During those years, the 
religious life of Turkish immigrants did not seem as a well-structured 
organization except some personal efforts (Abadan-Unat ,2006). The religious 
life of the first generations was limited just practising some basic rituals. For 
that purpose, small flats were rent or purchased. When there was no 
possibility of returning to homelands, additionally the second and the third 

 
 

generation raised there over time so those small places became insufficient. 
Besides, expectations increased and differentiate so they opened a way for 
more organized and institutional structure (Küçükcan 1999).  

During the migration process, from the early 1960s to the middle of the 1980s, 
there were not any official religious services for Turkish immigrants living in 
Europe. For about 20 years, those people had been destined to be on their 
own. Within that period the activities of religious services had also been 
carried out mostly by some Turkey based religious groups and communities. 
Those activities, on one hand, had an important mission with respect to 
protecting and carrying out immigrant Turks’ religious and cultural existence, 
on the other hand, different religious discourses, ideological and politic 
activities of the religious groups and communities made it so difficult to live 
in unity but rather deepened the competition and disintegration.    

After nearly 20 years, with the external establishment of DIB in some Western 
European countries, it can be thought that Turkey has taken immigrant 
citizens under its wings and government-assisted religious services have been 
carried out for them. This can be considered as a step to eliminate observed 
differences in Turkish community and to provide the unity and togetherness 
of them (Çoştu & Ceyhan Çoştu, 2015). 

In the middle of 1970s, the first religious organizations started to be founded, 
and their numbers have been increasing day by day. The community 
expanded the religious services by changing the places they have hired or 
purchased into mosques or masjids. Those places were not there just for 
religious practises but also for the educational, social and cultural activities. 
They have been turned into more institutionalized foundations and 
organizations in time. At the present day, most of the religious-based 
foundations and organizations founded by Turkish immigrants somehow are 
connected with a specific mosque.  

III.THE ROLE OF RELIGIOUS GROUPS IN THE DAILY LIVES OF 
EUROPEAN TURKS 

When Turkish immigrants in various European countries started to lose their 
hope on returning to their mainland and realised that they were there to stay, 
the necessity of building their own identity and belonging became obvious. 
The civic organisations founded by them differentiates in accordance with the 
ethnic, cultural, ideological and political discourse of each subgroup which 
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constitutes the society. Although there is no certain information on the 
number of civic organisations which belong to Turkish communities living in 
Europe, it can be observed that these organisations are mainly in the 
areas/cities heavily populated by immigrant groups.  

During the formation period of religious support networks, migration reason, 
settlement pattern and sense of identity of subgroups, and political, 
ideological and religious agenda of Turkey had a defining role. (see. Küçükcan, 
1999; Perşembe, 2005; Abadan-Unat, 2006; Sirkeci et all., 2016). Social 
priority differences of immigrants and their religious identity focuses 
influenced the formation of the mentioned organisations. Furthermore, the 
fact that there is no one type of culture, political focus, and religious practice 
in Turkey had also played a significant role in their formation. 

Most of the organisations and foundations that have carried out religious 
services for Turkish Muslim immigrants remind the footprint and local 
discourses of religious groups, communities, and movements in Turkey. 
Discourses and political standpoints of these organisations mainly follow the 
agenda determined in Turkey, and shape their envisagement for the future as 
well as their envisions of the past according to these ideals (Küçükcan, 2004: 
Çelik, 2008).   

Using a macro-sociological approach, discourses of religious organisations 
built by Turkish immigrants can be categorised under four main titles:  

1. Organisations affiliated with Sufi movements in Turkey and Northern Cypriot: 
Organisations or associations founded by followers or sympathisers of 
Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu/Ismail Ağa movement, Muhammed Reşit 
Erol/Menzil Naqshbandiya Sufi Order, Sheikh M. Nâzım Qibrisî are in this 
category.  

2. Organisations affiliated with religious movements in Turkey: Organisations 
and associations in this category were built by immigrants who were followers 
or sympathisers of Suleyman Hilmi Tunahan/Suleymancı group, Said-i 
Nursî/Nur movement and its subgroups. The ones founded by immigrants 
who had Alevi discourse are also in this category. 

3. Organisations affiliated with religious-political movements in Turkey: 
Organisations founded by immigrants who are members or sympathisers of 
National Vision/Milli Görüş, Milliyetçiler/Nationalist movement, which have 
both religious and political discourses, are in this category. 

 
 

4. Semi-official religious organisations affiliated with official religious discourse 
in Turkey: Turkish Religious Foundations (Diyanet) which carry out their 
activities in conjunction with Religious Services Consultancy under The 
Embassy of the Turkish Republic in European Countries are in this category.  

While this variation in religious lives of European Turks can be considered as 
an affluence, at the same time it can cause serious problems due to the 
discriminative feature of the differences between religious groups. 

Religious places structured under various associations and foundations that 
belong to Turks in Europe perform many religious and social functions. 
Service areas of these structures vary on some religious and social factors. 
The main reasons of these can be explained as below: 

These associations or foundations founded by followers or sympathisers of 
Turkey based religious groups and movements have various religious, political 
and ideological discourses and aim to protect their specific community 
structure. This agenda can provoke competition between groups and 
occasionally tension. These intellectual, social and economic-based tensions 
could cause disintegration among immigrant communities, as well as could 
have a role in damaging the group unity and socio-cultural integrity.  

Each passing day the number of mosque/masjid/dervish lodge /djemevi 
centered organisations that belong to European Turks are increasing. This 
increase brings a rivalry between religious groups. That rivalry caused a race 
for the domination in religious field. In order to attract immigrants, the 
religious organizations; first, diversify their service areas, and thus aim to 
increase the number of their members, and second, make significant efforts 
to open new religious places, and thus aim to strengthen the institutional 
structure. 

The religiosity understanding of these organisations can sometimes cause 
problems, which under normal circumstances could be seen as ordinary 
issues in daily life, but for the citizens living overseas, they can be a significant 
issue. For example, this situation can be observed in calculations of the daily 
prayer schedules and the times of pre-dawn meal and fast-breaking meal 
during Ramadan (see. Perşembe, 2005). Some organisations serving Turkish 
immigrants follow different time schedules for daily prayers, pre-dawn and 
fast-breaking meal times. It is known that there are significant differences 
between the times set by these schedules (see. Çoştu, 2013). These types of 
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During the formation period of religious support networks, migration reason, 
settlement pattern and sense of identity of subgroups, and political, 
ideological and religious agenda of Turkey had a defining role. (see. Küçükcan, 
1999; Perşembe, 2005; Abadan-Unat, 2006; Sirkeci et all., 2016). Social 
priority differences of immigrants and their religious identity focuses 
influenced the formation of the mentioned organisations. Furthermore, the 
fact that there is no one type of culture, political focus, and religious practice 
in Turkey had also played a significant role in their formation. 

Most of the organisations and foundations that have carried out religious 
services for Turkish Muslim immigrants remind the footprint and local 
discourses of religious groups, communities, and movements in Turkey. 
Discourses and political standpoints of these organisations mainly follow the 
agenda determined in Turkey, and shape their envisagement for the future as 
well as their envisions of the past according to these ideals (Küçükcan, 2004: 
Çelik, 2008).   

Using a macro-sociological approach, discourses of religious organisations 
built by Turkish immigrants can be categorised under four main titles:  

1. Organisations affiliated with Sufi movements in Turkey and Northern Cypriot: 
Organisations or associations founded by followers or sympathisers of 
Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu/Ismail Ağa movement, Muhammed Reşit 
Erol/Menzil Naqshbandiya Sufi Order, Sheikh M. Nâzım Qibrisî are in this 
category.  

2. Organisations affiliated with religious movements in Turkey: Organisations 
and associations in this category were built by immigrants who were followers 
or sympathisers of Suleyman Hilmi Tunahan/Suleymancı group, Said-i 
Nursî/Nur movement and its subgroups. The ones founded by immigrants 
who had Alevi discourse are also in this category. 

3. Organisations affiliated with religious-political movements in Turkey: 
Organisations founded by immigrants who are members or sympathisers of 
National Vision/Milli Görüş, Milliyetçiler/Nationalist movement, which have 
both religious and political discourses, are in this category. 

 
 

4. Semi-official religious organisations affiliated with official religious discourse 
in Turkey: Turkish Religious Foundations (Diyanet) which carry out their 
activities in conjunction with Religious Services Consultancy under The 
Embassy of the Turkish Republic in European Countries are in this category.  

While this variation in religious lives of European Turks can be considered as 
an affluence, at the same time it can cause serious problems due to the 
discriminative feature of the differences between religious groups. 

Religious places structured under various associations and foundations that 
belong to Turks in Europe perform many religious and social functions. 
Service areas of these structures vary on some religious and social factors. 
The main reasons of these can be explained as below: 

These associations or foundations founded by followers or sympathisers of 
Turkey based religious groups and movements have various religious, political 
and ideological discourses and aim to protect their specific community 
structure. This agenda can provoke competition between groups and 
occasionally tension. These intellectual, social and economic-based tensions 
could cause disintegration among immigrant communities, as well as could 
have a role in damaging the group unity and socio-cultural integrity.  

Each passing day the number of mosque/masjid/dervish lodge /djemevi 
centered organisations that belong to European Turks are increasing. This 
increase brings a rivalry between religious groups. That rivalry caused a race 
for the domination in religious field. In order to attract immigrants, the 
religious organizations; first, diversify their service areas, and thus aim to 
increase the number of their members, and second, make significant efforts 
to open new religious places, and thus aim to strengthen the institutional 
structure. 

The religiosity understanding of these organisations can sometimes cause 
problems, which under normal circumstances could be seen as ordinary 
issues in daily life, but for the citizens living overseas, they can be a significant 
issue. For example, this situation can be observed in calculations of the daily 
prayer schedules and the times of pre-dawn meal and fast-breaking meal 
during Ramadan (see. Perşembe, 2005). Some organisations serving Turkish 
immigrants follow different time schedules for daily prayers, pre-dawn and 
fast-breaking meal times. It is known that there are significant differences 
between the times set by these schedules (see. Çoştu, 2013). These types of 
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differences in religious practices among immigrant communities from time to 
time have an impairing role on protection and maintenance of religious and 
social harmony, and unity.  

Another reason for differentiation in the service areas of religious associations 
and foundations is related to their different understanding of ‘religious 
identity’. For example, the way that they describe religious identity based on 
some approaches such as conservatism, nationalism, modernity, ethnic 
differences and political opinion gives these religious support networks a 
heterogeneous aspect. Every group shapes their religious attitude and 
approach in accordance with the criteria they base their religious identity, 
hence gravitates towards different practice areas, and provides their services 
accordingly. 

Additionally, the service areas of religious groups and movements founded in 
places heavily populated by Turkish immigrants, and the ones founded in 
places that Turkish population are scarce also vary. Religious organisations 
from places heavily populated by Turkish, as a result of the supply and 
demand factor, and in order to strengthen their institutional structure, 
provide services in various areas. Besides the differentiation within the context 
of population density, in the places which have a considerable Turkish 
population a different level of segregation can be observed. Various religious 
groups build separate mosques in very close distances and head towards new 
service areas in order to attract Turkish and Muslim populations living around 
the mosque. 

Another reason for service area differentiation of these organisations is related 
to the professional competency, education status, age, and language 
proficiency of the people who provide religious and cultural services. As a 
matter of fact, services provided by a religious official who has a high 
education degree, professional competence and language proficiency, and by 
someone who does not have these qualities cannot be the same. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

In European countries, there are many organisations which provide religious 
and cultural services, aimed at their own immigrant communities as well as 
other Muslim communities, through religious places (mosque, masjid, derwish 
lodge, djemev etc.) established by Turkish immigrants living there. These 
organisations, considering the expectations of their followers, incline towards 

 
 

different service areas in these places they have built in accordance with their 
identity, ideological standpoint, and religious understanding. As a result, 
religious places of European Turks, connected with other organisations, differ 
from their roles given in the mainland and turn into places that have social, 
cultural and educational activities. In these places knowledge is being shared, 
social networks are being established, and immigrants find a shelter for 
themselves. 

Most of the associations and foundations which predominantly provide 
religious services to European Turks operate in correlation with religious 
groups and communities in Turkey. The places these civic structures provide 
religious services in, and the religious experiences developed within have a 
heterogeneous nature. This situation, on one hand, have a negative effect on 
the adaptation period and result in conflicts and rivalry between groups. On 
the other hand, they act as social solidarity networks and seen as 
institutionalised products of a struggle to protect and to maintain religious 
and national identities in a foreign land.   

Every religious organisation that belongs to the Turks is structured around 
some religious place/s (mosque, derwish lodge, djemevi) and have a distinctive 
community formation. Each one has a specific religious appearance from the 
content of their religious discourse to their activities. Within the legal rights 
granted to them by the host countries they conduct religious, cultural and 
educational activities in order to maintain their integrity and to protect from 
cultural disintegration. 

The activities carried out for immigrants make a significant contribution to 
the protection of their religious and national identities, by increasing their 
solidarity and helping them to integrate the countries they reside in. Besides, 
these places have activities to minimise the possible effects of open or hidden 
assimilation which second and third generations encounter, therefore seen as 
natural and matchless shelters by conservative families. 

It is observed that the immigrants who stay close or participate in activities of 
these religious organisations maintain their cultural and religious identities. 
The ones who have no relations with these places or prefer a secular lifestyle 
are seem to lose their religious identities and become assimilated linguistically 
and culturally.  
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