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1. INTRODUCTION

The UN’s Strategy and Plan of Action on Hate Speech defines hate speech as “any

kind of communication in speech, writing or behaviour, that attacks or uses

pejorative or discriminatory language with reference to a person or a group on the

basis of who they are, in other words, based on their religion, ethnicity, nationality,

race, colour, descent, gender or other identity factor.”1

Hate speech has far-reaching consequences, contributing to a toxic environment

that fosters discrimination, violence and social unrest. By dehumanizing individuals

and groups, hate speech erodes the foundations of inclusive and diverse societies,

creating an "us versus them" mentality that can lead to devastating outcomes.

In fact, dehumanization is identified as the fourth stage of the “Ten Stages of

Genocide” typology developed by Dr. Gregory H. Stanton to better equip citizens to

identify the warning signs and stop the process from continuing. When a group is2

perceived as “less than human,” it becomes easier for those in power to justify and

carry out acts of mass murder.

For instance, in the leadup to the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, radio station “Radio

Télévision Libre de Mille Collines” (RTLM), allied with leaders of the government, had

been inciting Hutus against the Tutsi minority, repeatedly describing the latter as

inyenzi, or “cockroaches,” and as inzoka, or “snakes.”3

In Nazi Germany, propaganda posters and films suggested Jews were “vermin,”

comparing them to rats and insects, while new laws were passed to restrict all

aspects of Jews' lives.4

This direct link between hate speech and various atrocity crimes shows the

importance of documenting and combating hate speech. By recognizing and

intervening in the early stages of dehumanization, societies can protect vulnerable

groups from potential harm.

4 'It started with words': Holocaust survivors recount how hate speech led to mass murder,
Euronews April 8, 2021.

3 In Rwanda, We Know All About Dehumanizing Language, The Atlantic, April 13, 2019.

2 The Ten Stages of Genocide, Genocide Watch, 1996.

1 UN Strategy and Plan of Action on Hate Speech, United Nations, May, 2019.
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To that end, this report examines the surge of hate speech that erupted following

the death of Fethullah Gülen, a US-based Muslim cleric whose followers have been

systematically persecuted in Turkey for more than a decade. While providing a

picture of a specific time period, it aims to demonstrate the extent of

dehumanization Gülen’s followers and sympathizers still have to face today.

It begins by providing background information on the Gülen movement and its

persecution in Turkey, including the hate speech directed at its followers. It then

offers a snapshot of the vile hate speech prevalent in the pro-government press in

Turkey, contrasting this with global media’s coverage of Gülen’s death. The report

also highlights how the government of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan initiated a

spate of censorship following Gülen’s death to suppress moderate voices and

promote anti-Gülen hate speech as the dominant public discourse.
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2. HATE SPEECH AGAINST THE GÜLEN MOVEMENT IN TURKEY

2.1. The Gülen Movement

The Gülen movement is a worldwide civic initiative rooted in the spiritual and

humanistic tradition of Islam and inspired by the ideas and activism of Fethullah

Gülen. It is known for its network of educational institutions and interfaith dialogue

initiatives across the globe. After originating in Turkey as a grassroots community in

the 1970s, the movement spread its activities to various regions worldwide,

establishing schools, hospitals and charities in over 150 countries.

Gülen met with Pope Jean Paul II in 1998 as part of his interfaith dialogue initiatives. Other
religious leaders he met with include the head of the Greek Orthodox Church and

the chief rabbi of Israel.5

Self-designated as the “Hizmet movement” (“service” in Turkish), the group

proclaims itself as a proponent of the ideals of human rights, equal opportunity,

democracy, non-violence and the emphatic acceptance of religious and cultural

diversity. 6

6 “Hizmet Movement,” Alliance for Shared Values.

5Gulen meets with Christian and Jewish leaders to advocate dialogue, tolerance - The
Journalists andWriters Foundation (JWF)
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The movement’s activities depend on the countries and regions where it is present.

For instance, it focuses on charity along with education in Africa, while its civic

engagement in Western countries is more directed towards intercultural dialogue

and the good integration of its members.

In Turkey, the group was present in almost every aspect of life from charities,

schools and labor unions to print and broadcast media until it was outlawed by the

government of President Erdoğan.

2.2. The Movement’s Persecution in Turkey

In the 2010s, the group gradually ended up in the crosshairs of the Turkish

government, led by then-prime minister and current President Erdoğan, who

accused the movement of infiltrating state institutions and orchestrating the

corruption investigations of December 17-25, 2013, which implicated Erdoğan, his

family members and his inner circle. 7

Dismissing the investigations as a Gülenist coup and conspiracy against his

government, Erdoğan designated the movement as a terrorist organization and

began to target its followers. Initially limited to the police and the judiciary, the

government’s crackdown on individuals with alleged links to the Gülen movement

took a dramatic turn following a failed military coup on July 15, 2016, that Erdoğan

and his government immediately accused the movement of orchestrating. Gülen

and the movement strongly denied any involvement in the attempted coup or any

terrorist activity.8

Some of the claims that were part of the corruption investigations were later

substantiated in a New York court where Turkish banker Mehmet Hakan Atilla was

sentenced to 32 months for conspiring to violate US sanctions against Iran and

other offenses.9

Following the failed coup the Turkish government declared a state of emergency

that lasted for two years and carried out a massive purge of state institutions under

9 Turkish Banker Mehmet Hakan Atilla Sentenced to 32 Months for Conspiring to Violate
U.S. Sanctions Against Iran and Other Offenses, United States Attorney's Office Southern
District of New York, May 16, 2018.

8 U.S.-based cleric Gulen says 'categorically' denies coup role charges, Reuters, July 16, 2016.

7 “Turkish ministers’ sons arrested in corruption and bribery investigation,” The Guardian,
December 17, 2013.
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the pretext of an anti-coup fight. More than 130,000 public servants, including 4,156

judges and prosecutors, as well as 24,706 members of the armed forces were

summarily removed from their jobs for alleged membership in or relationships with

“terrorist organizations” by emergency decree-laws subject to neither judicial nor

parliamentary scrutiny.10

A total of 705,172 people were investigated on terrorism or coup-related charges

due to their alleged links to the movement, according to statistics shared by

Turkish Justice Minister Yılmaz Tunç in July 2024.11

The Erdoğan government curtailed civic and political rights and shut down scores

of Gülen-affiliated institutions such as media outlets, civil society organizations,

private schools, universities, labor unions and charitable foundations.

A mob attacking the sign of the Gülen affiliated Yamanlar Middle School

11 Turkey has investigated more than 700K people over Gülen links since failed coup:
minister, Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 12, 2024.

10 Erdoğan’s rule by royal decree: Turkey’s contempt for the rule of law, Stockholm Center
for Freedom, September 10, 2017.
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The Turkish government also confiscated properties with an estimated value of $50

billion from businesspeople accused of ties to the movement. Other widely12

reported rights violations against the group included arbitrary detention, torture

and enforced disappearance.13

The extent of the crackdown has been such that in different opinions the UN

Human Rights Council’s Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD) said

widespread or systematic imprisonment or other severe deprivation of liberty in

violation of the rules of international law of individuals with alleged links to the

Gülen movement may constitute crimes against humanity.14

While this report is not intended to focus on the controversy related to the coup, it

should be noted that the Turkish government’s narrative on it has been met with

skepticism around the world, particularly in the West where high-ranking officials

have openly questioned or rejected it.

These officials included Gilles de Kerchove, the EU’s counterterrorism coordinator,

who declared that Brussels did not share Turkey’s views on the movement and15

that it would need to see “substantive” evidence to change its position, as well as

Bruno Kahl, the head of Germany’s Federal Intelligence Service (BND), who said16

Turkey had failed to convince them about Fethullah Gülen’s purported involvement

in the July 2016 coup.

EU member states, along with countries like the US, the UK and Canada, have since

2016 granted asylum to thousands of Gülen followers in what can only be construed

16 “German intelligence head: we are not convinced Gülen is behind coup attempt,”
Turkish Minute, March 18, 2017.

15 “EU’s de Kerchove: we do not see Gülen movement as a terrorist organization,” Turkish
Minute, November 30, 2017.

14 Opinions adopted by the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention at its eighty-eighth
session, 24–28 August 2020, United Nations Human Rights Council, September 25, 2020.

Opinions adopted by the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention at its ninety-sixth session,
27 March–5 April 2023, United Nations Human Rights Council, September 25, 2020, May 3,
2023,

Opinions adopted by the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention at its eighty-eighth
session, 24–28 August 2020, September 18, 2020.

13 “Turkey’s Transnational Repression: Abduction, Rendition and Forcible Return of
Erdoğan Critics,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 21, 2021.

12 Persecutory Confiscation Amounting to Crimes Against Humanity: Case of the Gülen
Group, Institude, November 2023.
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as recognition of the movement’s persecution in Turkey and a rejection of the

Turkish authorities’ terrorism-related charges against the Gülen-affiliated

individuals seeking asylum.

2.3. Hate Speech Against the Gülen Movement in Turkey

Following the corruption investigations of 2013, Fethullah Gülen and his followers

became the archenemy of President Erdoğan. They were accused of establishing a

parallel state structure and conducting a judicial coup against the government. A

flurry of hate speech followed. The movement was dubbed the “parallel treason

gang.”

For instance, in different speeches in 2014, Erdoğan, who only six months prior had

publicly praised teachings of Fethullah Gülen and the worldwide network of schools

and charity organizations, called the movement “...vampires feeding on blood,”17

“the virus called parallel structure,” “blood sucking leeches” and “of a perverted

faith.”18

18 “Erdoğan’s Vile Campaign of Hate Speech Case Study: Targeting of The Gülen
Movement,” May 22, 2017.

17 Başbakan, Türkçe olimpiyatlarında konuştu, 24 TV, June 17, 2013.
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In 2016, the Turkish government coined the derogatory term “FETÖ” to refer to the

Gülen movement, which stands for “Fethullah(ist) Terrorist Organization.”

International organizations such as the United Nations, the European Union and

the Council of Europe have refrained from using the term other than in direct

quotes from the Turkish government, in apparent recognition of its derogatory

nature.

Yet, in Turkey, the term has since been normalized in official government

statements and the mainstream media, most of which, according to international

media watchdogs, operate under the direct control of Erdoğan and the ruling

Justice and Development Party (AKP) elite.

In addition to the widespread use of the term, Erdoğan and pro-government circles

have engaged in other ways of inciting hatred against the movement, which were

examined in SCF’s 2017 case study.19

The case study identified 240 such hateful slurs and insults that singled out the

movement. As usual, Erdoğan took the lead in advancing the dehumanization,

describing the movement’s members as “terrorists,” “traitors,” “tumors” and

“viruses.” He also declared that members “had no right to life.”

As of the time of writing, hateful rhetoric against the group remains prevalent in

Turkey, spanning politics, bureaucracy, courts, traditional media, social media and

academia.

19 Ibid.
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3. FLOOD OF HATE SPEECH IN THE WAKE OF GÜLEN’S

PASSING

Fethullah Gülen, the Muslim cleric who inspired the movement, passed away in a

hospital in Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, on the night of October 20, 2024. His death

was announced shortly after midnight.

In Turkey, the news unleashed a new wave of hateful rhetoric against him and the

movement, epitomizing the climate of dehumanization that allowed for the

large-scale and systematic persecution of the movement at the hands of the

Turkish authorities, which in several human rights reports has been described as

potentially amounting to crimes against humanity.20

Over the years, Erdoğan has reshaped Turkey’s media landscape to favor his

interests through various strategies, including shutting down media outlets,

facilitating the acquisition of media brands by pro-government conglomerates,

using regulatory authorities to apply financial pressure and intimidating journalists

through lawsuits and imprisonment.21

As a result, Turkish media coverage about Gülen and the movement often reflects

the official stance of the Turkish government, which portrays them as traitors and

terrorists.

In his first comments about the death of Gülen, Erdoğan called him and the

followers of his faith-based movement “traitors” and vowed to target them in

Turkey and beyond its borders.

"Those who turned this nation’s children into mindless slaves under the guise of

service and charity have ended up with a dishonorable death, like other demons in

human form throughout history" Erdoğan told fellow members of his party in a

televised address.

"These traitors managed to evade Turkish justice despite our efforts, and this was

thanks to the aid of their superiors," he said, implying the United States. "The breath

21 MFRR report reveals widespread media freedom violations in Turkey in first half of 2023,
Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 26, 2023.

20 “Concluding Opinion of the Turkey Tribunal,” Turkey Tribunal, September 24, 2021.
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of all our state institutions will undoubtedly be on the necks of this FETÖ hyena

pack, no matter if they are abroad or in the most remote corners of the world.”22

22 Erdoğan: Fetullah Gülen'in ölümü, i̇ nsan kılıklı i̇ blisler gibi onursuz bir ölüm oldu,
Demirören Haber Ajansı, October 22, 2024.

Erdogan says the cleric accused of orchestrating a 2016 coup attempt had a ‘dishonorable
death,’ Associated Press News, October 22, 2024.
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3.1. Print Media

Due to the time difference between the US and Turkey, the news was not picked up

by Turkey’s print media on October 21 but was the primary news item that

dominated the front pages of a majority of newspapers on October 22.

Most of the headlines expressly used vile and insulting language. In the interest of

brevity, this section has been limited to nationwide newspapers with significant

readership.

Hürriyet
The Hürriyet newspaper, owned by

the pro-government Demirören

business group, appeared with the

headline “The Demon has died,” in a

manner mimicking the terminology

Erdoğan used after Gülen’s death.23

On the top right corner of the front

page, the publication said, “He lived

as a traitor and a stateless [person].”

While the word “stateless” is

normally used as a neutral legal term

to refer to individuals who are not

nationals of any state, in Turkey’s

highly jingoistic political discourse, it

typically has a pejorative

meaning similar to the word “traitor.”

In this case, the word “stateless”

presumably refers to Gülen’s

self-imposed exile in the US since

1999.

23 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/hurriyet-gazetesi-manseti
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Sabah

The Sabah newspaper, owned by the Turkuvaz Media Group, whose CEO has family

ties to President Erdoğan, published the headline “The exemplary end of a stateless

traitor.”24

Once again, the legal term “stateless” was used to convey a highly pejorative

meaning to the Turkish-speaking reader.

24 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/sabah-gazetesi-manseti
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Hilal Kaplan, a columnist for the daily, published an article titled “He has now25

become firewood for hell.”

Mevlüt Tezel, another columnist, wrote that “the world has gotten rid of a dirtbag.”26

26 “Geberdi!” Mevlüt Tezel, Sabah, October 22, 2024.

25 “Cehennem odunu,” Hilal Kaplan, Sabah, October 22, 2024.
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Türkiye

Türkiye, another pro-government daily, appeared with the headline “Traitor in chief

dies.” The front page text box accused Gülen of having “recruited the smart27

children of the country,” referring to the movement’s network of educational

institutions, which were known for their relative success until they were shut down

by the government, and “putting them at the disposal of Crusaders,” involving

Christianity as a pejorative term in the newspaper’s hate speech.

The news article also described the Gülen movement’s interfaith dialogue initiatives

as “perversion” and claimed that Gülen was a “lackey for Zionists,” this time

including Judaism in the rhetoric.

27 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/turkiye-gazetesi-gazetesi-manseti
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Yeni Şafak

Yeni Şafak, a staunchly pro-government daily, published the headline “Traitor of the

century dies.”28

28 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/yeni-safak-gazetesi-manseti
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The newspaper’s columnists appeared eager to spread hate speech in their articles.

In an opinion piece published on October 22, columnist Tamer Korkmaz described29

Gülen as “a servant of the CIA, a secret cardinal of the Vatican, a lodge master for

Freemasonry.”

Another columnist, İsmail Kılıçarslan, published an article titled “Dajjals do not30 31

die, they change forms” on October 22 in which he referred to Gülen as a “pig” and

a “dog of America.” He continued his hateful vitriol in another article that32

appeared on October 25, after Gülen’s funeral in Pennsylvania, where he referred to

the ceremony as “A pig’s burial.”

32 “Bir domuzun çukur merasimi,” İsmail Kılıçarslan, Yeni Şafak, October 26, 2024.

31 Dajjal: the Islamic equivalent of the Christian Antichrist. a false messianic figure in
Islamic eschatology foretold to come forth and reign before the end of time.

30 “Deccaller ölmez, biçim değiştirirler,” İsmail Kılıçarslan, Yeni Şafak, October 22, 2024.

29 “Kardinal Locaefendi: Mort!” Tamer Korkmaz, Yeni Şafak, October 22, 2024.
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Milliyet

Milliyet, another pro-government newspaper owned by the Demirören group,

came out with the headline “Condolences, CIA,” echoing the conspiracy theory

according to which Gülen and the movement are an intelligence apparatus

designed to infiltrate and subvert Turkey on behalf of American interests.33

33 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/milliyet-gazetesi-manseti
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Yeni Akit

Yeni Akit, a daily known for its ultraconservative line, published the headline “Traitor

dead.” The front page of the newspaper featured commentary accusing Gülen of34

“befriending Jews and Christians,” presumably referring to the movement’s

interfaith dialogue activities.

Yeni Akit’s columnists also wrote pieces that condemned Gülen’s dialogue with

non-Muslims as well as his past initiatives to bridge the gaps between secular

individuals and the religious in Turkey.

34 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/yeni-akit-gazetesi-manseti
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Posta

Posta, a newspaper owned by the pro-government Demirören group, broke the

news with a headline that can be translated as “May he burn in hell.”35

35 The original Turkish of the sentence is “Ateşi bol olsun” which literally translates as “May
his flames be abundant.” This sentence, which is frequently seen in the section about
social media posts, has been translated into English as “May he burn in hell” for clarity.

https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/posta-gazetesi-manseti
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Sözcü

Hateful rhetoric was not limited to government-controlled newspapers. It was also

used by publications known for their editorial lines critical of the government such

as the Sözcü newspaper, whose headline read “He was a traitor, he died on his

protector’s lap.”36

By protector, the daily presumably referred to the US, where Gülen had resided

since 1999.

A subheading read “He will be remembered with hatred.”

36 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/sozcu-gazetesi-manseti
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Cumhuriyet

Cumhuriyet, another daily with a relatively government-critical and secular

nationalist readership, appeared with the headline “The danger is not over,”

presumably referring to the idea that Gülen’s sympathizers are still present in

Turkish society, in an apparent call for the continuation of their persecution.37

The paper’s front page also featured a quote from columnist Mine Kırıkkanat, who

described the Gülen movement as “a copy of the Opus Dei, which is a spearhead of

the Vatican.” This representation of the movement as an entity secretly serving38

the interests of the Vatican is widespread in Turkey’s current political climate,

amounting to a two-pronged demonization targeting the movement as well as

Christians, who are a considerable minority in the country.

38 Gazetemiz ABD'de ölen terör örgütü lideri Gülen tehlikesine yıllarca dikkat çekti:
Cumhuriyet 'FETÖ' dedi, Cumhuriyet, October 22, 2024.

37 https://www.gazeteoku.com/gazeteler/2024-10-22/cumhuriyet-gazetesi-manseti
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3.2. TV Channels

TV stations echoed the print media’s vile language in their coverage of Gülen’s

death. As with newspapers, the hateful rhetoric was not limited to pro-government

channels.

Cansu Canan Özgen, a news anchor for the tv100 channel, used the words “May he39

burn in hell.” Ece Üner, a news anchor for the government-critical Halk TV, repeated

the same commentary.40

The remarks made on Turkey’s news programs drew criticism from journalists

Dimitris Ikonomou and Akis Pavlopoulos in neighboring Greece who accused their41

Turkish colleagues of having lost professional integrity by disregarding the ethical

principles of journalism.

The radical tone adopted by the pro-government media was even in stark

contrast to that of a sworn enemy of Gülen, leader of the left-wing nationalist

Patriotic Party Doğu Perinçek, a government ally in the post-coup crackdown.

41 “Yunan gazeteciler, ekranda Ece Üner’le dalga geçt: ‘ne fena, ne kötü...’,” Velev News,
October 23, 2024.

40 “Ece Üner Fethullah Gülen’i övenleri açıkladı,” Halk TV, October 21, 2024.

39 “tv100 programcısı Cansu Canan Özgen, FETÖ elebaşının ölümünü böyle duyurdu: ‘ateşi
bol olsun’,” tv100, October 21, 2024.
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When asked on live TV, Perinçek refrained from using hateful language, saying,

"May Allah forgive his shortcomings, may Allah forgive his sins.”

Shocked at the response she received, news anchor Kübra Par interrupted him

to say, “We say may he burn in hell but you say the opposite.” Perinçek didn't

change his position and replied, “I cannot say [otherwise] because we do not

have the authority to send someone to hell.”

The hateful rhetoric continued during the coverage of Gülen’s funeral on October

24.

CNN Türk, the Turkish offshoot of CNN International and owned by the

pro-government Demirören group, referred to the funeral as a “corpse [burying]42

ritual,” using the Turkish equivalent of the word “ritual” in a way that implies heresy.

The coverage sparked protests on social media, where users, including Turkish

journalists, academics and human rights advocates, voiced outrage over the

insensitivity of CNN Türk’s language.43

Professor Mehmet Efe Çaman, one of the thousands of academics who were fired

from their jobs in Turkey by government decrees in the aftermath of the abortive

43 Outrage erupts over CNN Türk’s coverage of Gülen funeral for crossing ethical
boundaries, Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 26, 2024.

42 “FETÖ’cülerin ceset ayini,” CNN Türk, October 24, 2024.
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putsch in 2016, said on X that CNN Türk’s language was “not only biased and

propagandist but also pathologically insensitive.”

Lawyer Osman Zerey also condemned the coverage, saying it demonstrated

“hostility toward religious people” and criticized the station for disregarding “the

sacredness of funeral rites in Islam.”

Others called on CNN International to hold its Turkish affiliate accountable, arguing

that the content violated journalistic ethics.

A chorus of voices from critical media in exile and online commentators pointed out

that CNN Türk’s framing of the funeral appeared to even go beyond the

government’s longstanding narrative on Gülen.

Critics also pointed out that CNN Türk’s coverage appeared to target not only Gülen

but also the broader Turkish society’s religious sentiments.

Calls mounted for CNN’s parent company in the United States to address the

actions of its Turkish affiliate. Social media users reached out to CNN International,

asking it to either revoke the Turkish franchise’s license or issue a formal rebuke. So

far, CNN International has not responded publicly to the incident.
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3.3. Social Media

Gülen’s death also unleashed a wave of hateful remarks on Turkish social media.

This report will limit itself to comments posted by prominent public figures for

brevity and relevance.

Government-critical journalist Murat Ağırel wrote “May he burn in hell.”44

Journalist Erem Şentürk posted a message calling Gülen “the Netanyahu of45

Turkey” and “pagan bastard.” In another post he said, “Just like your cursed Jewish46

lineage, you will be thrown into pits as stateless, flagless and faithless exiles,”

adding antisemitism to his hate speech against the movement.

46 https://x.com/EremSenturk/status/1848256566056681535

45 https://x.com/EremSenturk/status/1848634472888979689

44 https://x.com/muratagirel/status/1848264033188696147
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Another comment conflating Gülen and Israel was made by pro-government

journalist Taha Hüseyin Karagöz, who wrote a post mentioning Israeli cabinet

minister Israel Katz and said, “Come get your murderous and terrorist friend.”47

47 https://x.com/thhsynkrgz/status/1848280237349523903
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Another journalist, Nisa Çaydan, called Gülen “a servant and a stooge of the48

CIA.”

On October 24, radical conservative commentator Fatih Tezcan wrote, “There49

should be an intelligence probe into those who have traveled to the US since

Gülen’s death was announced on October 20, 2024. That way, the hidden [Gülen

followers] can be smoked out by discounting those with a legitimate reason to

travel. Let us find out who is going to the traitor's funeral!”

49 https://x.com/fatihtezcan/status/1849463194546241760

48 https://x.com/Nisanurcaydan/status/1848322791528866168
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During the funeral service, which was held in New Jersey’s Skylands Stadium,

Tezcan addressed Turkey’s intelligence chief, İbrahim Kalın, and said, “Are we not

involved in this? They say that the stands have weak supports. They all should

pass away together,” in a thinly veiled call for a deadly intelligence operation in

the stadium.50

Journalist Furkan Bölükbaşı shared a picture from Gülen’s funeral with the51

caption: “A pit to hell has been dug for Fetullah Gülen’s funeral.”

51 https://x.com/furkancerkes/status/1849393257949597711

50 https://x.com/fatihtezcan/status/1849506297667797321
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3.4. Government Pressure on Moderate Voices

Gülen’s death triggered a new wave of censorship by Erdoğan’s government, aimed

at silencing any commentary that deviated from the official narrative. Ebubekir

Şahin, president of Turkey’s Radio and Television Supreme Council (RTÜK), said

media outlets’ broadcasts about Gülen were being closely followed, warning that

they could face sanctions if they praised the late cleric.52

“No outlet can air broadcasts that praise terrorism or terrorists,” he said.

Aysın Komitgan, editor-in-chief of the Bursa’da

Bugün news website, was detained and

subsequently fired from her job after she

conveyed condolences for Turkish-Islamic

scholar Fethullah Gülen during a live

broadcast on the outlet’s YouTube channel.

“What can we say? May he rest in heaven,” she

said. Her comments prompted the Bursa Chief

Public Prosecutor’s Office to launch an

investigation into Komitgan on accusations of

“disseminating terrorist propaganda.”53

Following Komitgan’s remarks RTÜK imposed

a fine on the news website amounting to 5

percent of their monthly revenue.54

Journalist Aysın Komitgan

Similarly, journalist Kazım Güleçyüz, the editor-in-chief of the Yeni Asya newspaper,

was arrested in late October on accusations of disseminating terrorist propaganda

for conveying condolences for Gülen. Even though Güleçyüz’s social media55

55 “Editor-in-Chief of Turkish daily arrested for Gülen condolence message,” Stockholm
Center for Freedom, October 25, 2024.

54 RTÜK fines media outlet over Gülen condolence message, Stockholm Center for
Freedom, November 8, 2024.

53 Turkish journalist detained, fired from job after expression of condolences for Gülen on
TV, Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 22, 2024.

52 Islamic scholar’s death triggers new wave of online censorship in Turkey, Stockholm
Center for Freedom, October 23, 2024.
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message did not contain any praise of Gülen, his avoidance of using pejorative

language and echoing the Turkish government narrative against the cleric sufficed

to trigger terrorism-related accusations against him.

“The reckoning for the accusations against him will now take place in the

hereafter,” Güleçyüz’s message read. “Once again, we express our hope that the

injustices committed under the pretext of these accusations, which have caused

the suffering of so many people, will come to an end. May Allah treat him with

mercy and justice. Our condolences to the community."

On October 22, Interior Minister Ali Yerlikaya announced on X that the cybercrime

department of the Turkish National Police identified and was investigating 177

social media users who allegedly spread propaganda for “FETÖ” or shared posts

praising Gülen or his movement following the cleric’s death.56

56 https://x.com/AliYerlikaya/status/1848666754228076880

32

https://x.com/AliYerlikaya/status/1848666754228076880


Although the minister did not reveal the list of social media users who were being

investigated due to their messages about Gülen, his announcement came on the

same day that some 200 Turks, mostly journalists, and a number of news outlets

found their X accounts blocked in Turkey.

Some of these outlets and people were journalists in exile, known for their critical

reporting on the Turkish government, such as Cevheri Güven, Sevinç Özarslan,

Adem Yavuz Arslan and Emre Uslu; the Bold Medya news website, established by

journalists in exile; journalist Amberin Zaman; former national footballer Hakan

Şükür; and the news website of the Islamist Yeni Asya newspaper.

Some of these accounts posted messages of condolence for Gülen or praise for his

movement following the cleric’s death, but others did not.

Güven and Özarslan, who both had to flee Turkey to avoid government persecution

in the aftermath of the coup attempt, told the Turkish Minute news website that

they had received letters from X on Tuesday informing them about the blocking of

their accounts in Turkey in line with a decision from an Ankara court and based on

a request from the Turkish Telecommunications Authority (BTK).
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The journalists said unlike previous notifications when they were informed of court

decisions related to their X accounts, there were no details about the court rulings

as to why their accounts were being blocked.

“As far as I can see, they blocked [the accounts of] everyone who avoided using the

term ‘FETÖ’ or did not swear [at Gülen] over his death,” Güven said.57

57 Islamic scholar’s death triggers new wave of online censorship in Turkey, Stockholm
Center for Freedom, October 23, 2024.
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4. CHARACTERISTICS OF HATE SPEECH AGAINST THE GÜLEN

MOVEMENT

Based on the hate speech that followed Gülen’s death alone, it is possible to

identify certain patterns that characterize the wider climate of hatred targeting

the movement in Turkey.

4.1. Vile Language and Dehumanization

Much of the coverage and commentary used vile language and adopted stances

that denied Gülen and his sympathizers basic human dignity.

For instance, some media outlets even refused to refer to Gülen’s funeral as what it

was and instead insisted on presenting it as some sort of heretical ritual.

The language used was typically pejorative and insulting, with most of the

comments including words such as “hell,” “demon,” “traitor” and “stateless.”

As in many other cases of hate speech paving the way to atrocities, these remarks

reinforced the prevailing climate of dehumanization that since 2016 has helped

justify the Turkish state authorities’ widespread and systematic mistreatment of the

members of the Gülen movement.

4.2. Association with Other Identities Subject to Common

Prejudice

As has been the case since the 2016 coup attempt, Gülen and his followers were

widely associated with other groups of people or institutions routinely vilified in

Turkish public opinion.

Jews and Christians were frequently brought up, typically by conservative and

right-wing media outlets and prominent figures close to the government, to

represent Gülen and his sympathizers as heretics for having initiated dialogue

projects with non-Muslims.

The English edition of pro-government Sabah daily claimed, for instance, that

Gülen’s funeral “was conducted in line with Protestant customs and traditions, even
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though the deceased had claimed to lead a Muslim community of followers.” This,58

of course, is blatantly false as the funeral was conducted in line with Islamic

customs and televised live.

The movement was also associated with the US, where Gülen had resided in

self-imposed exile for the last quarter century, as well as Israel, a country that is

typically unpopular and suspected of engaging in espionage in Turkey. These

comments echoed conspiracy theories accusing the movement of acting on behalf

of American or Israeli interests.

For the Turkish government and pro-government circles, these associations often

serve as a way of fostering and sustaining prejudices towards the movement within

the religious segments of Turkish society and securing their silence in the face of

rights abuses, which have presumably had a direct impact on at least one member

of most Turkish religiously conservative families in the last 10 years.

4.2. Pervasiveness

Although spearheaded by the government and pro-government media, hate

speech against the Gülen movement in Turkey is by no means limited to a single

segment of the political spectrum.

The country’s secular opposition is often eager to adopt and perpetuate hateful

rhetoric against the group, as evidenced by the coverage in newspapers such as

Sözcü and Cumhuriyet as well as TV channels such as Halk TV.

While the ruling party’s conservative base is often incited to hatred against the

movement by way of conspiracy theories involving supposed collusion with foreign

and non-Muslim power centers, the hateful rhetoric disseminated by opposition

groups typically arises from an ideological prejudice that is widespread among

Turkey’s secularists towards any form of community organized and motivated

around religion.

58 FETÖ leader Gülen buried in line with Protestant traditions: sources, Daily Sabah,
November 8, 2024.
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4. WESTERN MEDIA’S COVERAGE OF FETHULLAH GÜLEN'S

DEATH

Unlike the hate speech and derogatory comments that marred the coverage of

Fethullah Gulen's passing in the Turkish media, prominent Western outlets

maintained a markedly different, more objective tone in their coverage.

In their reporting, Western media outlets focused on Gülen’s broader influence and

the principles that guided his movement. They highlighted his commitment to

education, interfaith dialogue and democracy as well as his influence on millions of

followers worldwide. Across these outlets, Gülen was often described as a spiritual

leader who espoused a philosophy blending Sufism, a mystical form of Islam, with

values such as altruism, modesty and hard work.

Notably, the Western media’s approach instead situated Gülen’s legacy within the

context of his complex interactions with Turkish politics and his global influence.

For instance, The Associated Press and The Times described him as a “reclusive59 60

60 Fethullah Gulen obituary: charismatic Turkish leader of Hizmet Movement, The Times,
October 24, 2024.

59 Self-exiled Turkish spiritual leader Fethullah Gülen dies in the US, Associated Press
News, October 22, 2024.
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but quietly charismatic leader” while also acknowledging the unproven allegations

linking him to the 2016 coup attempt.

A subheading of The Guardian’s Gülen obituary defined him as an “Imam who

sponsored dialogue between Christians and Muslims but [was] accused of terrorism

by the president of Turkey.”61

“To his admirers, including US members of Congress and Christian theologians,

Gülen remained a virtual saint, a Muslim cleric on friendly terms with the western

world,” The Guardian’s piece read. “In Turkey, among many Turks other than his

61 Fethullah Gülen obituary, The Guardian, November 5, 2024.
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own following, Gülen was a deeply sinister figure whose efforts to capture the state

culminated in 2016 in a botched military coup in which more than 200 people died.”

The Washington Post’s obituary said, “He emphasized service, tolerance and

dialogue, principles that form the bedrock of what his followers describe as a kind

of ‘civic Islam’ compatible with modernity and scientific inquiry. Not unlike an

American evangelist, he extolled enterprise and the creation of wealth as virtues.”62

The New York Times highlighted the global influence of the movement that Gülen

inspired. “At its height, Hizmet ran schools in Turkey, Central Asia, Africa and

elsewhere and promoted a vision of Islam that was friendly to the West and

62 Fethullah Gulen, Muslim cleric and target of Turkey's Erdogan is dead, The Washington
Post, October 21, 2024.
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supported free markets, science and interfaith dialogue,” Ben Hubbard’s piece read.
63

BBC said, “He became known for promoting a tolerant Islam which emphasised

altruism, modesty and hard work.”64

The Telegraph’s obituary contrasted Erdoğan’s Islamism versus Gülen’s version of

Islam. “This was a clash between two kinds of Islam, the first espousing what the

president called reformed Islamism, which became increasingly nationalistic, the

second influenced by Sufism and advocating a tolerant, secular state.”65

65 Fethullah Gülen, Turkish spiritual leader who fled into exile and became an enemy of
President Erdoğan, The Telegraph, October 27, 2024.

64 Turkish cleric accused of planning failed 2016 coup dies, BBC, October 21, 2024.

63 Fethullah Gulen, Turkish cleric and Erdogan rival, dies at 83, The New York Times,
October 21, 2024.
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Newsweek underscored his promotion of a modern, civic-oriented Islam, saying

Gülen advocated “for a blend of Islam, science and Western values”66

“Gulen built a powerful Islamic movement in Turkey and beyond,” Al Jazeera said,

“but spent his later years accused of orchestrating an attempted coup against

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, accusations which he denied.67

Overall, Western outlets focused on providing factual information about Gulen's life,

work and legacy without resorting to sensationalism or emotional appeals.

67 US-based cleric Fethullah Gulen, accused of Turkey coup attempt dies at 83, Aljazeera,
October 21, 2024.

66 Turkish spiritual leader Fethullah Gülen dies in U.S., Newsweek, October 21, 2024.
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5. CONCLUSION

Characteristics of hate speech against Fethullah Gülen and his followers in the

wake of his death, combined with the Erdoğan government’s suppression of

moderate voices, offer important insights into the systematic persecution of the

Gülen movement in Turkey.

Eleven years after the corruption investigations that marked the beginning of

Erdoğan’s open campaign against Gülen, and eight years since the movement

was declared a terrorist organization, the repression and hate speech against

this once integral part of Turkish society continue unabated.

Taking the cue from Erdoğan’s own hateful rhetoric, pro-government media

relentlessly used hate speech dehumanizing and demonizing Gülen and his

followers. Some opposition outlets also joined this chorus, reflecting their

historic distrust and hostility toward religious movements in Turkey.

The hateful and inflammatory rhetoric is especially striking for Islamist

publications since in Islam speaking ill of the dead was openly discouraged by

the Prophet Muhammed and is considered inappropriate.68

Turkish media’s coverage diverged sharply with the measured and objective

tone of Western outlets, which highlighted Gülen's global influence and his

advocacy for education and interfaith dialogue and civic Islam while also

acknowledging the unproven allegations linking him to the 2016 coup attempt.

Hate speech must be opposed not merely because it is rude or offensive, but

because of its profound real-world consequences, as seen in historic tragedies

such as the Holocaust and the Rwandan Genocide. Against the Gülen

movement, hate speech has been a calculated and systematic effort by the

Erdoğan government to delegitimize and marginalize a mainstream religious

and social group, turning it into a national scapegoat.

The climate of hate and dehumanization has led many in the Turkish society to

turn a blind eye to the widespread arbitrary detention, mistreatment and unfair

68 "Do not curse the dead, for they have arrived at what they put forward." (Sahih
al-Bukhari, Hadith 1393)

“Do not vilify the dead (and) by that harm the living.” (Sunan al-Tirmidhi 1982)
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trials inflicted on members of the movement, even when it has directly

impacted their own friends or relatives.

The persecution of the Gülen movement exemplifies the dangerous link

between hate speech and atrocity crimes, as it has been frequently described as

amounting to crimes against humanity. Addressing and combating such

dehumanizing rhetoric is essential to upholding human rights and preventing

further harm.
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