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“Erdogan is in a way the current caliph of Muslims, and Istanbul is undoubtedly the capital of the Islamic 
caliphate.” — Yusuf al-Qaradawi, late Muslim Brotherhood spiritual leader, 20141

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk founded the Republic of Turkey in 1923 on the principles of republicanism and secularism, 
setting it on a path apart from much of the Middle East. For decades, Ankara pursued an earnest, though imperfect, 
experiment in secular-liberal, pro-Western government. Since coming to power in 2003, Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has moved to replace this experiment with a sultanistic version of Islamism. Inextricable from this is his ideological 
affinity for the Muslim Brotherhood and his extensive political and financial support for the international Islamist 
movement’s most unsavory members.

Western governments hoped Erdogan wanted nothing more than to build a mild kind of Islamist-inspired 
democratic system. Yet as Turkey’s prime minister-turned-president, Erdogan has thrown support behind the 
Brotherhood as a transnational force, hosting leaders expelled by other states, backing Brotherhood governments 
and parties, and even funding terror networks. 

The Muslim Brotherhood has no formal chapter in Turkey, but its ideological counterpart, the Milli Gorus (National 
View) movement, played an integral role in shaping Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkinma Partisi, or AKP).2 Since its founding in the late 1960s, Milli Gorus has endorsed the Brotherhood’s 
vision and later set the stage for the AKP’s political and material support to affiliated groups, including Hamas. 
Additionally, Ankara has supported various violent jihadist organizations, notably al-Qaeda in Syria.3 Throughout 
his time in power, Erdogan has promoted a gradual Islamization of Turkish society by eroding the separation of 
mosque and state (Ataturk’s principle of laiklik, or laicism) domestically and championed the rise of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in the Middle East during the Arab Spring.

1. Hassan Matrix, “القرضاوي: جبريل يدعم أردوغان.. وإسطنبول عاصمة الخلافة [Al-Qaradawi: Jibril supports Erdogan.. and Istanbul is the capital 
of the caliphate],” YouTube, August 17, 2014. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hx8jmCC8PLg)
2. Ihsan Yilmaz, “Islamist Third Worldism in Turkey: Erbakan’s National Outlook (Milli Gorus) Movement,” SSRN, August 16, 2018. 
(https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3208220)
3. Merve Tahiroglu and Jonathan Schanzer, “Islamic State Networks in Turkey,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, March 29, 2017. 
(https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2017/03/29/islamic-state-networks-in-turkey)
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Key Turkish Facilitators and Ideologues: Key Muslim Brotherhood Leadership Residing in Turkey: 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan (president of Turkey), Ahmet Davutoglu (former 
prime minister and foreign minister), Hakan Fidan (foreign minister and 
former intelligence chief), and Necmettin Erbakan (founder of the Milli 
Gorus movement, deceased)

Jihad Yaghmour (Hamas representative to Turkey), Abdul Majeed 
al-Zindani (leader of Yemen’s al-Islah Party, deceased), and Mohammed 
Shawqi al-Islambouli (co-leader of Gamaa Islamiya)

Origins of Political Islam in Turkey

Milli Gorus — the progenitor of modern Turkish Islamism — emerged as a significant political force in the late 
1960s, founded by physicist-turned-politician Erbakan.4 At its core, it has always been a pan-Islamist movement 
whose end goal is the unification of the Muslim world under Ankara’s leadership. Erbakan’s movement was 
saturated from the start with strong distrust and disdain for the United States, the West at large, and all other 
obstacles to Turkish Islamist government and supremacism.5 The manifesto of the Milli Gorus movement speaks 
to this, arguing that “Muslims of different sects must unite against the encroachment of the West” and painting 
Zionism as “the power that controls the world by turning it into a prison.”6

Erbakan’s ideology also explicitly rejects the notion of empire by Islamic rule and Ataturk’s conception of state 
patriotism, claiming an alternative “nationalism” derived in large part from “the Seljuk-Ottoman heritage.”7 So 
too does Erbakan’s movement decry moderate Islam for producing “a type of Muslim who is enslaved, without 
the concept of jihad.” Thus, it is unsurprising that Erbakan extolled the 1979 Islamic Revolution and regarded the 
Islamic Republic warmly for decades. He even visited Iran in April 2009 to reaffirm his solidarity with the Tehran 
regime and its struggle against “Western imperialism and Zionism.”8

Under Erbakan’s leadership, Milli Gorus launched successive Islamist parties — including the National Order 
Party, the National Salvation Party, and the Welfare Party. Between 1961 and 1998, Turkish courts dissolved each 
of them, citing their anti-secular stance and threat to democratic governance. Nevertheless, the movement’s 
agenda remained constant: opposing NATO, EU membership, and secularism while advocating for Sharia law and 
Ottoman revivalism.9 It toned down its anti-American and anti-Western vitriol only in the mid-1990s, finding a 
more subtle approach to gain political traction in a post-Cold War Turkey.

Erbakan maintained a close and enduring relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood throughout his political career. 
In July 1996, during his brief premiership, Erbakan met and traded grievances with Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak, an avowed nemesis of the Brotherhood. He chided Mubarak on his crackdown amid a rash of terrorist 
attacks perpetrated by radicalized Brotherhood members in Egypt. “They [the Brothers10] are our friends, treat them 
better,” Erbakan said. His choice of a particular Turkish word for friends — dostlar — signaled a close and special 

4. Uri Rosenberg, “‘If you can’t beat them – join them’: explaining Milli Görüş movement’s views towards the West,” Southeast European 
and Black Sea Studies, September 19, 2023. (https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14683857.2023.2259193)
5. Alan Makovsky, “How to Deal with Erbakan,” Middle East Forum, Spring 1997. (https://www.meforum.org/middle-east-quarterly/how-
to-deal-with-erbakan)
6. Serkan Yorgancilar, Milli Gorus (1969-1980) (Istanbul: Pinar Yayinlari, 2012).
7. Ibid.
8. Saban Kardas, “Turkey’s Veteran Islamist Erbakan Visits Iran,” Jamestown Foundation, April 21, 2009. (https://jamestown.org/turkeys-
veteran-islamist-erbakan-visits-iran)
9. Uri Rosenberg, “‘If you can’t beat them – join them’: explaining Milli Görüş movement’s views towards the West,” Southeast European 
and Black Sea Studies, September 19, 2023. (https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14683857.2023.2259193)
10. “Hoca’ya ‘Müslüman Kardeşler’ şoku [The cleric was shocked by the ‘Muslim Brotherhood’ allegations],” Hurriyet (Turkey), November 
19, 1997. (https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/hocaya-musluman-kardesler-soku-39274305)
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relationship with the Brotherhood, not simply ideological kinship. The sincerity and timing of Erbakan’s statements 
boded ill for the Islamist leader, resurfacing as evidence in a trial that resulted in his Welfare Party’s dissolution.

Like major Brotherhood leaders and ideologues, Erbakan too became an inspiration to the worst in jihadi terrorism. 
Notes recovered from Osama bin Laden’s journal after the 2011 Abbottabad raid described a trip to Turkey the 
future al-Qaeda founder made in 1976, seemingly on the Brotherhood’s dime.11 According to the journal, bin 
Laden’s goal was to meet with Erbakan, whom he deemed a source of inspiration.12

Erbakan also mentored Erdogan, who rose to prominence as Istanbul’s mayor (1994-1998) under the Welfare 
Party. The young Erdogan was a true believer in Milli Gorus, enthusiastic about its zealous calls for Islamist 
mobilization. In 1998, the up-and-coming mayor published a poem that landed him in prison for inflammatory 
rhetoric, writing: “the mosques are our barracks, the domes our helmets, the minarets our bayonets, and the 
faithful our soldiers.”13

Following a brief prison term, Erdogan broke from Erbakan and launched the AKP in 2000, claiming to 
embrace secular democracy. After winning the 2002 election, Erdogan — as prime minister from 2003 to 
2014 — promoted EU accession and democratic reforms. However, the start of the new decade — culminating 
in the AKP’s sweeping 2011 electoral win — marked a turning point. With a secure grip on political power, 
Erdogan began pushing an Islamist agenda.14 At home, this marked the beginning of a lengthy campaign 
to erode secular education and civil society in favor of an Islamist social ecosystem. Abroad, it meant more 
aggressive backing for Islamist governments, militias, and even terrorist groups, asserting his government as 
a vehicle to promote the international Brotherhood.

The AKP: Turkish Islamism in Power

The AKP has ruled Turkey since 2002. From the start of his first premiership in 2003, Erdogan has radically 
altered Turkey’s governance. The AKP mirrors aspects of the Brotherhood’s core ideology, rejecting institutional 
secularism and promoting democratic norms only as far as they advance Islamic norms. The AKP’s ideology sees 
no obligation to democratic ideals — they are expendable once they outlive their use in cementing power or begin 
to conflict with Islamist aims. Erdogan famously quipped in 1996 that “democracy is like a tram. You ride it until 
you arrive at your destination, then you step off.”

Erdogan and his government have garnered much approval and pride from the Muslim Brotherhood, particularly 
since 2013 — the year when his government pushed further toward Islamist authoritarianism and began 
championing the Brotherhood abroad. During protests in Cairo against the ouster of Egypt’s first Brotherhood 
president, Mohamed Morsi, in 2013, pro-Brotherhood masses marched with posters of Erdogan and thanked the 

11. “Usame belgelerinde Türkiye de var [Turkey is also mentioned in the Osama documents],” Karar (Turkey), November 3, 2017. (https://
www.karar.com/usame-belgelerinde-turkiye-de-var-647533); “Usame bin Ladin, Türkiye’de Milli Selamet Partisi’ni ziyaret etmiş [Osama 
bin Laden visited the National Salvation Party in Türkiye],” Gazete Duvar (Turkey), November 3, 2017. (https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/
gundem/2017/11/03/usame-bin-ladin-turkiyede-milli-selamet-partisini-ziyaret-etmis)
12. “Bin Ladin, 1976’da Erbakan’la görüşmek için Türkiye’ye gelmiş [Bin Laden came to Turkey in 1976 to meet with Erbakan],” T24 
(Turkey), November 2, 2017. (https://t24.com.tr/gundem/bin-ladin-1976da-erbakanla-gorusmek-icin-turkiyeye-gelmis,480685)
13. “Turkey’s charismatic pro-Islamic leader,” BBC (UK), November 4, 2002. (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2270642.stm)
14. Svante Cornell, “The Islamization of Turkey: Erdoğan’s Education Reforms,” The Turkiye Analyst, September 2, 2015. (https://
www.turkeyanalyst.org/publications/turkey-analyst-articles/item/437-the-islamization-of-turkey-erdo%C4%9Fan%E2%80%99s-
education-reforms.html)

https://www.karar.com/usame-belgelerinde-turkiye-de-var-647533
https://www.karar.com/usame-belgelerinde-turkiye-de-var-647533
https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/gundem/2017/11/03/usame-bin-ladin-turkiyede-milli-selamet-partisini-ziyaret-etmis
https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/gundem/2017/11/03/usame-bin-ladin-turkiyede-milli-selamet-partisini-ziyaret-etmis
https://t24.com.tr/gundem/bin-ladin-1976da-erbakanla-gorusmek-icin-turkiyeye-gelmis,480685
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2270642.stm
https://www.turkeyanalyst.org/publications/turkey-analyst-articles/item/437-the-islamization-of-turkey-erdo%C4%9Fan%E2%80%99s-education-reforms.html
https://www.turkeyanalyst.org/publications/turkey-analyst-articles/item/437-the-islamization-of-turkey-erdo%C4%9Fan%E2%80%99s-education-reforms.html
https://www.turkeyanalyst.org/publications/turkey-analyst-articles/item/437-the-islamization-of-turkey-erdo%C4%9Fan%E2%80%99s-education-reforms.html


Islamist Turkey: A Base for Muslim Brotherhood Jihadism4

Turkish president for his solidarity.15 Years later, in 2017, when Erdogan defended the Brotherhood once again 
during a visit to Saudi Arabia, Egyptian Brotherhood deputy leader Ibrahim Munir extolled the Turkish president. 
Munir’s remarks echoed with a seeming pledge of loyalty: “the Brotherhood will never disappoint Erdogan — or 
any other of the movement’s defenders — no matter what the pressures are.”16

Erdogan has long understood the position secular republicanism has held in the Turkish government, and over the 
course of his 23-year rule, he has sought to gradually supplant it. In particular, he prioritized the development of a 
devout and pious youth to replace Turkey’s historically secular ruling elite, so this rising generation could become 
the vanguard of what he refers to as the “New Turkey.”17 This zero-sum view of Turkish society is well-summarized 
in a tirade Erdogan delivered while mayor of Istanbul, declaring that either Islamism or secularism must go:

You cannot be both secular and a Muslim! You will either be a Muslim, or secular! When both are together, they 
create reverse magnetism [repel one another]. For them to exist together is not a possibility! Therefore, it is not 
possible for a person who says ‘I am a Muslim’ to go on and say ‘I am secular, too.’ And why is that? Because 
Allah, the creator of the Muslim, has absolute power and rule!18

Much of Erdogan’s progress in dismantling secularism came with the help of a separate Islamist movement under 
Turkish cleric Fethullah Gulen. While Gulen was no agent of the Muslim Brotherhood, his powerful network propelled 
Erdogan’s Islamist, Brotherhood-aligned agenda into power and cemented his control over Turkish society.19 

Gulen sought to destroy Ataturk’s secular order and create a new Islamist one, albeit one more loyal to him than to 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Erdogan and his loyalists helped Gulenists secure coveted and powerful posts across law 
enforcement, the military, the judiciary, and the foreign ministry, all while persecuting and imprisoning secular 
leaders and bureaucrats in sham trials.20 The Erdogan-Gulen partnership frayed when Gulen began to take his 
power for granted — most notably after trying to have Erdogan’s then intelligence chief and avowed “secret-keeper” 
Fidan arrested in 2012.21 This brought on years of infighting that accelerated the erosion of Turkish democracy 
and enabled Erdogan’s consolidation of power, expanding his authority in pursuit of eradicating the “Gulenist 
terror organization,” referred to in Turkey by the acronym FETO.22 After a July 2016 coup attempt failed, Erdogan 

15. “Kahire’de Adeviyye Meydanı’ndan Erdoğan’a teşekkür [People in Cairo’s Adawiya Square thanked Erdogan],” Anadolu Agency 
(Turkey), July 23, 2013. (https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/kahirede-adeviyye-meydanindan-erdogana-tesekkur/230601)
16. Rabia al-Sokkary, “Brotherhood hails Turkish president’s defense of group,” Anadolu Agency (Turkey), February 21, 2017. (https://
www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/brotherhood-hails-turkish-presidents-defense-of-group/755144)
17. Toni Alaranta, Gareth Jenkins, Halil Karaveli, and Paul Levin, “President Erdogan’s ‘New Turkey’: What does it Mean?” Institute for 
Security and Development Policy, September 19, 2014. (https://www.isdp.eu/event/president-erdogans-new-turkey-mean)
18. Hasan Barsan, “Egemenlik Kayıtsız Şartsız Allahındır [Sovereignty Belongs Unconditionally to God],” YouTube, May 5, 2007. (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=eg3hkWCnA8c)
19. Asli Aydintasbas, “The Good, the Bad, and the Gülenists: the Role of the Gülen Movement in Turkey Coup Attempt,” European 
Council on Foreign Relations, September 1, 2016. (https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep21587); Joshua Hendrick, Gulen: The Ambiguous 
Politics of Market Islam in Turkey and the World (New York: NYU Press, 2013).
20. Dexter Filkins, “Show Trials on the Bosphorus,” The New Yorker, August 13, 2013. (https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/
show-trials-on-the-bosphorus)
21. “Erdoğan’ın ‘sır küpü’: Astsubaylıktan akademisyenliğe, MİT’ten Dışişleri Bakanlığı’na [Erdogan’s ‘pot of secrets’: From non-
commissioned officer to academic, from MIT to Ministry of Foreign Affairs],” Bianet (Turkey), June 5, 2023. (https://bianet.org/
haber/erdogan-in-sir-kupu-astsubayliktan-akademisyenlige-mit-ten-disisleri-bakanligi-na-279852); “Prosecutor who called intel chief 
to testify arrested over Gülen links in Istanbul,” Hurriyet Daily News (Turkey), February 22, 2017. (https://www.hurriyetdailynews.
com/prosecutor-who-called-intel-chief-to-testify-arrested-over-gulen-links-in-istanbul-109996)
22. Elcin Poyrazlar, “How Gülen’s feud with Erdoğan shaped today’s Turkey,” Politico Europe, October 22, 2014. (https://www.politico.eu/
article/turkey-recep-tayyip-erdogan-fethullah-gulen-muslim-preacher-death)
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devoted vast resources to purging the government and military of opposition — Gulenists and secular liberals 
alike — and amending the Turkish constitution to guarantee his continued rule.23 

Re-Islamization of Education and Society

Erdogan aggressively sought to reshape Turkey’s secular educational system, central to the Islamist worldview of making 
faith and state — referred to by the Brotherhood as the tenet of din wa dawla — inextricable. This process began in 
2010 when Ankara passed provisions allowing secular public high schools to convert to Imam Hatip religious schools 
— state-run vocational institutions for training clerics and preachers.24 By 2015, enrollment in Imam Hatip schools 
surpassed 1 million students, which Erdogan later cast as a fulfillment of his pledge to raise a “pious generation.”25 Tens 
of thousands of these students came from families that had no choice but to enroll their children in Imam Hatip schools, 
unable to afford secular private education in their school districts.26 When Erdogan’s school conversion act came into 
force in 2010, observers worldwide hailed the Imam Hatip model as a healthy education model for countering Islamic 
extremism.27 Yet over the years, this rose-colored view turned more skeptical both in Turkey and abroad. In 2017, 
state-issued textbooks introduced lessons on jihad (in Turkish, cihat) to Imam Hatip schools, with their universal 
implementation in public high schools by 2019.28 While the term jihad has various interpretations in Islam, many of 
which are explicitly spiritual and nonviolent, the state Turkish Language Association defines it as religious war.

Complementing this were thousands of students attending madrasas (religious schools) affiliated with Naqshbandi 
Sufi (Islamic mystic) religious orders adhering to sharia law and the Iran-backed Turkish Hezbollah, a Sunni 
militant group.29 Court records reveal that some graduates later joined the Islamic State (ISIS).30

23. “Turkey purges more workers ahead of Erdogan swearing-in,” BBC (UK), July 8, 2018. (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-44756374)
24. Constanze Letsch, “Turkish parents complain of push towards religious schools,” The Guardian (UK), February 12, 2015. (https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/12/turkish-parents-steered-religious-schools-secular-imam-hatip)
25. “Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan: ‘Türkiye’nin yeniden İslam coğrafyasının umudu haline gelmesinde hep birlikte verilen mücadelenin 
büyük katkısı vardır’ [President Erdogan: ‘The collective struggle has made a great contribution to Turkiye once again becoming the 
hope of the Islamic world’],” Directorate of Communications, November 6, 2019. (https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/turkce/haberler/detay/
cumhurbaskani-erdogan-turkiyenin-yeniden-islam-cografyasinin-umudu-haline-gelmesinde-hep-birlikte-verilen-mucadelenin-buyuk-
katkisi-vardir); Carlotta Gall, “Erdogan’s Plan to Raise a ‘Pious Generation’ Divides Parents in Turkey,” The New York Times, June 18, 2018. 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/18/world/europe/erdogan-turkey-election-religious-schools.html)
26. Constanze Letsch, “Turkish parents complain of push towards religious schools,” The Guardian (UK), February 12, 2015. (https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/12/turkish-parents-steered-religious-schools-secular-imam-hatip)
27. “Turkey’s Religious Schools Being Used as Model to Fight Islamic Extremism,” Voice of America, April 13, 2010. (https://www.voanews.
com/a/turkeys-religious-schools-being-used-as-model-to-fight-islamic-extremism-90856834/169468.html)
28. Oyku Altuntas, “Turkey’s new school year: Jihad in, evolution out,” BBC Turkish (UK), September 18, 2017. (https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-europe-41296714); “Turkish Education Ministry High School Textbooks Praise Jihad: ‘Allah Has Given the Good News of 
Paradise to Those Who Make Jihad’; ‘All Actions, Including War, Done to Exalt the Name of Allah are Included in this Concept,” Middle 
East Media Research Institute, August 25, 2022. (https://www.memri.org/reports/turkish-education-ministry-high-school-textbooks-praise-
jihad-allah-has-given-good-news)
29. Sinan Ciddi, “Will Turkey Work With Hezbollah?” The National Interest, June 27, 2024. (https://nationalinterest.org/feature/will-turkey-
work-hezbollah-211627); Svante Cornell, “The Naqshbandi-Khalidi Order and Political Islam in Turkey,” Hudson Institute, September 3, 
2015. (https://www.hudson.org/national-security-defense/the-naqshbandi-khalidi-order-and-political-islam-in-turkey)
30. Halktv, “Prof. Dr. Esergül Balcı: 1 MİLYON ÇOCUK TARİKATLARIN ELİNDE! [Prof. Dr. Esergul Balci: 1 Million Children Are in 
the Hands of Religious Sects!],” YouTube, January 13, 2022. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xu9W2LVUgsU). “Prof. Dr. Esergül Balcı, 
‘1 milyon öğrenci tarikatların elinde’ diye konuştu [Prof. Dr. Esergül Balci stated, ‘1 million students are in the hands of religious sects’],” 
Avrupa Haber (Turkey), February 25, 2018. (https://www.avrupahaber.net/haber/prof-dr-esergul-balci-1-milyon-ogrenci-tarikatlarin-elinde-
diye-konustu_2210)
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In tandem with eroding secular public education, Erdogan also introduced numerous changes that rolled back 
Turkish society’s secular-liberal character. The most controversial of these was his successful push to reconvert the 
Hagia Sophia — the renowned sixth-century Byzantine church — to a mosque in the summer of 2020. Ataturk 
made the Hagia Sophia a public museum in 1934 as a gesture of secularism and religious equality. Erdogan’s courts 
discarded the 1934 decree, ruling that a nearly 600-year-old Ottoman mosque deed for the site was more legally 
binding than modern Turkish law.

Erdogan’s move to re-Islamize the Hagia Sophia drew outrage from secular and moderate Muslim Turks at home 
and from peoples of many faiths worldwide.31 Against the grain of international condemnation, the Muslim 
Brotherhood praised Erdogan for his decision. Egyptian Brotherhood spokesman Talaat Fahmi called it an 
“historic step” and celebrated what he deemed a vindication of past wrongs to Muslims.32

International Support for the Muslim Brotherhood

Between 2009 and 2014, Erdogan and then Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu positioned Turkey as a leading 
patron of Muslim Brotherhood-linked regimes in the wake of the Arab Spring. Erdogan and his cadre believed 
these political upheavals presented an opportunity to supplant brittle secular Arab nationalist military regimes 
with Islamist ones. When nascent Brotherhood governments failed, Erdogan let many of their leaders take shelter 
in Turkey, which became a new base for their financing and ideological missions. For Islamists who remained on 
the ground in their home countries, Erdogan acted as a sponsor, befitting his desire for Ankara to take charge of 
the international Islamist movement.

After Mubarak’s fall from power, Turkish President Abdullah Gul — a close ally of Erdogan and an AKP 
co-founder — became the first foreign leader to visit Egypt’s President Morsi and backed his rise with $2 
billion in aid.33 Morsi’s Brotherhood government did not last long, however. Ankara subsequently became a 
destination for Islamists fleeing the anti-Ikhwan crackdown by Cairo under General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. In 
2020, a Turkish opposition politician claimed that Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood members and their relatives 
living in Turkey numbered between 15,000 and 30,000.34 Erdogan rallied the AKP in solidarity with the ousted 
Morsi, organizing demonstrations in Turkey to support the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Members of the 
most extreme Brotherhood contingents took refuge under his auspices.35 Among these were al-Qaeda affiliates 
and senior leaders of Gamaa Islamiya, an Egyptian terrorist network descended from the worldview of the 
Egyptian Brotherhood and al-Qaeda.36

31. “Hagia Sophia: Turkey turns iconic Istanbul museum into mosque,” BBC (UK), July 10, 2020. (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-53366307)
32. “İhvan’dan ‘Ayasofya’ açıklaması: Tarihi bir adım [Muslim Brotherhood issues statement on Hagia Sophia: A historic step],” Hürriyet 
(Turkey), July 12, 2020. (https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/dunya/ihvandan-ayasofya-aciklamasi-tarihi-bir-adim-41563134)
33. “Turkey to provide Egypt with $2 billion in finance,” Reuters, September 15, 2012. (https://www.reuters.com/article/world/turkey-to-
provide-egypt-with-2-billion-in-finance-idUSBRE88E0GQ)
34. Abdelrahman Ayyash, “The Turkish Future of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood,” The Century Foundation, August 17, 2020. (https://tcf.
org/content/report/turkish-future-egypts-muslim-brotherhood)
35. Senem Aydin-Duzgit, “The Seesaw Friendship Between Turkey’s AKP and Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood,” Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, July 24, 2014. (https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2014/07/the-seesaw-friendship-between-turkeys-akp-and-
egypts-muslim-brotherhood?lang=en)
36. Joby Warrick, “Double game? Even as it battles ISIS, Turkey gives other extremists shelter,” The Washington Post, July 10, 
2016. (https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/double-game-even-as-it-battles-isis-turkey-gives-other-extremists-
shelter/2016/07/10/8d6ce040-4053-11e6-a66f-aa6c1883b6b1_story.html)
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In March 2023, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood announced that it had elected Salah Abdulhaq as its new acting 
leader, following the death in London of his predecessor, Ibrahim Mounir, the previous November.37 Abdulhaq 
resided in Istanbul at the time of his appointment, but his current whereabouts are not known.  

Erdogan also opened Turkey up as a haven for the organization’s Yemeni leadership and elites in the mid-2010s, 
allowing them to manage financing schemes and escape prosecution. Among the Brotherhood factions in 
Turkey, Yemen’s al-Islah Party has established deep roots in Istanbul, comprising a substantial proportion of the 
25,000 Yemenis living in Turkey today. These Brotherhood members have gained the enmity of Turkish citizens 
who resent their state-funded privileges (including generous student scholarships) and wealthy enclaves in 
Istanbul’s suburbs.38

Until his death in 2024, Islah leader al-Zindani — a U.S. Treasury-listed Specially Designated Global Terrorist 
— resided in Turkey with state security protection.39 Zindani, who ran the Sanaa-based al-Iman University as a 
pipeline for Taliban and al-Qaeda recruitment, was a trusted ideologue for bin Laden. Zindani’s sons still manage 
his business interests and finances in Turkey.40 Other Yemeni brothers in Turkey include tribal militant leader 
Hammoud al-Mekhlafi and U.S.-sanctioned al-Qaeda front charity organizer al-Hasan Ali Abkar.41

In Libya, following Muammar Qaddafi’s demise in 2011, Turkey offered a $300 million credit line to the 
Transitional National Council and supported the Brotherhood-aligned Justice and Construction Party.42 
Even after Libya descended into civil war, Turkey’s support for Islamist factions enabled their eventual 
control of the capital, Tripoli. Following the start of Libya’s second civil war in 2014, Turkey emerged as the 
primary sponsor and suzerain of Libya’s Tripoli faction, with which it concluded a “maritime agreement” 
in 2019 that violated Greek, Cypriot, and Egyptian exclusive economic rights.43 Through the end of 2025, 
Ankara had exerted significant influence on the Tripoli government, extending Turkey’s mandate for 
military deployment in Libya to allow Turkish operations there until early 2028.44 While Tripoli’s Islamist 
tilt has become diluted amid attempts to form a unified government, it was the Libyan government’s early 
involvement with the Brotherhood model that made Erdogan a key power broker in Libya. Even now, Islamist 
undertones characterize Turkey’s soft-power strategy in Libya. A 2025 initiative to open a satellite branch of 

37. “Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood elects Salah Abdulhaq as new acting leader,” Middle East Eye (UK), March 21, 2023. (https://www.
middleeasteye.net/news/egypt-muslim-brotherhood-new-acting-leader)
38. Farea al-Muslimi, “In Exile in Turkey, Yemen’s Muslim Brothers Cling to Caliphate Dreams,” New Lines Magazine, May 23, 2024. 
(https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/in-exile-in-turkey-yemens-muslim-brothers-cling-to-caliphate-dreams)
39. Ibid.; U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “United States Designates bin Laden Loyalist,” February 24, 2004. (https://home.
treasury.gov/news/press-releases/js1190)
40. Farea al-Muslimi, “In Exile in Turkey, Yemen’s Muslim Brothers Cling to Caliphate Dreams,” New Lines Magazine, May 23, 2024. 
(https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/in-exile-in-turkey-yemens-muslim-brothers-cling-to-caliphate-dreams)
41. Khaled Farouq, “Taiz: A Hotbed of Irregular Militias,” Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, September 14, 2021. (https://sanaacenter.org/
publications/analysis/15055); “U.S. sanctions two Yemenis, charity tied to al Qaeda in Yemen,” Reuters, December 7, 2016. (https://www.
reuters.com/article/world/us-sanctions-two-yemenis-charity-tied-to-al-qaeda-in-yemen-idUSKBN13W22F)
42. Zaid Sabah and Kim Chipman, “Turkey Recognizes Libyan Rebels, Gives $300 Million, AP Reports,” Bloomberg, July 3, 2011. (https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2011-07-03/turkey-recognizes-libyan-rebels-gives-300-million-ap-reports)
43. Aykan Erdemir and Brenna Knippen, “Turkey-Libya Maritime Border Deal Escalates Tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean,” 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, December 10, 2019. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2019/12/10/turkey-libya-maritime-border-deal-
escalates-tensions-in-the-eastern-mediterranean)
44. William Doran and Sinan Ciddi, “Libyan parliament speaker claims maritime deal with Turkey invalid but open to renegotiation,” 
FDD’s Long War Journal, December 23, 2025. (https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2025/12/libyan-parliament-speaker-claims-
maritime-deal-with-turkey-invalid-but-open-to-renegotiation.php)
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the Yunus Emre Institute, a Turkish government nonprofit that proselytizes pro-Erdogan ideology, provides 
one such example.45

Turkey’s ideological influence extended beyond countries in which it played a direct role. In Tunisia, the birthplace 
of the Arab Spring, Ennahda Party leader Rachid Ghannouchi explicitly modeled his movement after Erdogan’s 
AKP.46 At that time, Ennahda — which claimed early inspiration from the Muslim Brotherhood upon its founding 
in 1981 — had not yet distanced itself from violent jihadi groups.47 The AKP-inspired government sat by as a pro-
terror mob attacked the U.S. Embassy in Tunis on September 14, 2012, just days after Ansar al-Sharia murdered 
U.S. Ambassador to Libya Christopher Stevens in Benghazi.48 Across the region, Erdogan’s support for populist 
Islamists is now well known.

Support for Violent Movements

Turkey’s support for Hamas — a U.S.-designated terrorist group and the Muslim Brotherhood’s primary 
Palestinian offshoot — is long-standing. Even before Erdogan’s hard turn to open Islamism in 2011, the ruling 
AKP government was quietly supportive of the terror group and welcomed its leaders to Ankara. Erdogan 
took sharp criticism from Israel and the United States after letting in a Hamas delegation led by then political 
chief Khaled Mashal in February 2006. Gul, then Erdogan’s foreign minister, rationalized the decision by 
pointing to Hamas’s victory in the 2006 Palestinian elections and declaring his expectation for Hamas to “act 
in a democratic way.”49

Erdogan’s decision to stand by Hamas’s corrupt humanitarian aid network is also instructive. Senior members 
of the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), Ankara’s primary foreign aid bureau, have long 
aligned with Hamas. Israeli intelligence found that TIKA’s Gaza chief, Muhammad Murtaja, began working for 
Hamas in the fall of 2008 and spent nearly a decade funneling cash directly to its coffers until Israel arrested him 
nearly a decade later.50 TIKA still operates in the West Bank and Jerusalem, and its projects across the Palestinian 
territories have functioned as logistical bases and tactical cover for Hamas militants.51

After the 2010 Mavi Marmara incident — in which Israeli forces boarded an unauthorized flotilla that was 
attempting to breach the Israeli naval blockade of Gaza to distribute undisclosed materials — Erdogan shifted 
from an erratic critic of Israel to a supporter of Hamas. The flotilla was organized by IHH Humanitarian 
Relief Foundation (IHH), a Turkish “government-organized” nongovernmental organization (NGO) with a 
history of funneling cash to Hamas and trafficking arms and recruits to violent jihadi networks in Europe 

45. “Turkey to Launch Cultural Initiatives in Libya,” Libya Review (Libya), January 27, 2025. (https://libyareview.com/52528/turkey-to-
launch-cultural-initiatives-in-libya)
46. News Wires, “Islamist leader Ghannouchi returns to Tunisia after 22 years in exile,” France 24 (France), January 30, 2011. (https://
www.france24.com/en/20110130-tunisia-rached-ghannouchi-islamist-leader-returns-exile-ennahda-party-london)
47. “Muslim Brotherhood in Tunisia,” Counter Extremism Project, accessed February 24, 2026. (https://www.counterextremism.com/
content/muslim-brotherhood-tunisia)
48. Leela Jacinto and Lilia Blaise, “Tunisia’s Islamist Ennahda party turns on Salafists,” France 24 (France), May 22, 2013. (https://www.
france24.com/en/20130522-tunisia-islamist-ennahda-party-salafist-ansar-sharia)
49. Amberin Zaman, “Turkey Allows Hamas Visit,” The Los Angeles Times, February 17, 2006. (https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-
2006-feb-17-fg-hamas17-story.html)
50. “Gaza coordinator of Turkish aid group funneled funds to Hamas,” Reuters, March 21, 2017. (https://www.ynetnews.com/
articles/0,7340,L-4938538,00.html)
51. Sinan Ciddi, “Turkey’s Aid in the Palestinian Territories Is Helping Hamas, Hurting Palestinians,” The New York Sun, December 19, 
2025. (https://www.nysun.com/article/turkeys-aid-palestinian)
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and the Middle East.52 IHH is institutionally rooted in the Muslim Brotherhood through its founding 
leadership. Co-founder and chairman Fehmi Bulent Yildirim, who organized the Mavi Marmara flotilla, 
led Milli Gorus’s National Youth Foundation (MGV) university network before founding IHH during the 
Bosnian War in 1992.53 To aid jihadists in Europe and the Caucasus, Yildirim coordinated arms trafficking 
and foreign fighter recruitment through IHH offices in Europe and the Caucasus in the late 1990s.54 During 
the flotilla controversy, Erdogan took the side of Hamas sympathizers, claiming the Israeli operation — 
which resulted in violent clashes and the deaths of 10 flotilla members — was “an act of war” and vowed that 
Israel “will not go unpunished.”55

Dispelling all doubt about Ankara’s tacit support for Hamas and its Turkish facilitators is the fact that Erdogan, too, 
has provided the group with political and financial support, including an alleged $300 million pledge in 2011.56 
After the Gilad Shalit prisoner swap (Shalit was an Israeli soldier held hostage by Hamas and returned to Israel 
in exchange for Israel releasing Hamas prisoners), numerous Hamas operatives, including high-ranking leader 
Saleh al-Arouri, resettled in Turkey.57 Erdogan publicly endorsed Hamas, declaring: “I don’t see Hamas as a terror 
organization. Hamas is a political party.”58

The relocation of Hamas operatives and Muslim Brotherhood allies to Turkey has provided the terror group 
with a base for raising funds beyond the reach of the world’s counterterrorism forces. A 2023 New York Times 
investigation explored the depth and breadth of Turkish cover Hamas enjoyed in preserving its financial network, 
from leveraging outwardly clean Turkish fronts to exploiting Ankara’s tax loopholes.59 Yemeni Brotherhood 
member Hamid Abdullah al-Ahmar stood up Trend GYO, a $500 million Turkish construction firm, after arriving 
in Turkey in 2014 and continues to operate the al-Ahmar Group conglomerate.60 From his residence in Turkey, 
al-Ahmar also chairs a Hamas front, the U.S.-designated Al-Quds International Foundation.61 The U.S. Treasury 

52. Evan Kohlmann, “The role of Islamic charities in international terrorist recruitment and financing,” Danish Institute for International 
Studies, 2006. (https://pure.diis.dk/ws/files/67462/DIIS_WP_2006_7.web.pdf); “Portrait of Bülent Yildirim, leader of the radical Islamic 
Turkish IHH and his central role in preparing the aid convoy and violent confrontation with the IDF,” Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, June 22, 2010. (https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/en/18083); U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury 
Designates the Union of Good,” November 12, 2008. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/hp1267)
53. Sefika Nur Ciftci, “İHH Başkanı Bülent Yıldırım ‘Allah var diyerek ağlardım’ [IHH President Bulent Yildirim said, ‘I would cry 
saying “God exists”’],” Haber Vakti (Turkey), May 24, 2022. (https://www.habervakti.com/roportaj/ihh-baskani-bulent-yildirim-allah-var-
diyerek-aglardim)
54. Evan Kohlmann, “The role of Islamic charities in international terrorist recruitment and financing,” Danish Institute for International 
Studies, 2006. (https://pure.diis.dk/ws/files/67462/DIIS_WP_2006_7.web.pdf)
55. “Erdoğan: ‘Mavi Marmara’ya saldırı savaş nedeni’ [Erdogan: ‘The attack on the Mavi Marmara is a cause for war’],” CNN Turk, 
September 11, 2011. (https://www.cnnturk.com/turkiye/erdogan-mavi-marmaraya-saldiri-savas-nedeni-95890)
56. Jonathan Schanzer, “Hamas for Sale?” The Weekly Standard, December 21, 2011. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2011/12/21/
hamas-for-sale)
57. Jonathan Schanzer, “Thorn in the Side,” Foreign Policy, September 17, 2013. (https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/09/17/thorn-in-the-side)
58. “Turkey’s Erdogan: Hamas Is a Political Party, Not a Terrorist Group,” Haaretz (Israel), May 12, 2011. (https://www.haaretz.com/2011-
05-12/ty-article/turkeys-erdogan-hamas-is-a-political-party-not-a-terrorist-group/0000017f-e968-dc91-a17f-fded5adc0000)
59. Jo Becker and Justin Scheck, “Israel Found the Hamas Money Machine Years Ago. Nobody Turned It Off.” The New York Times, 
December 16, 2023. (https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/16/world/europe/israel-hamas-money-finance-turkey-intelligence-attacks.html)
60. “Influential Yemeni Business Magnate Emerges in Hamas Investment Portfolio,” Kharon, November 8, 2023. (https://www.kharon.
com/brief/influential-yemeni-business-magnate-emerges-in-hamas-investment-portfolio) 
61. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Sanctions Two Hamas-Controlled Charities,” October 4, 2012. (https://
home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/tg1725) 
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sanctioned Trend GYO in 2022 for funneling proceeds to Hamas.62 In 2024, Treasury designated Turkish firm Al 
Aman Cargo and several exchange houses for moving funds and arms on behalf of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps-Quds Force and the Houthis.63

Erdogan’s support for Hamas deepened even after its massacre in Israel on October 7, 2023. Instead of condemning 
the murder of 1,200 Israelis — most of them civilians — Erdogan hosted Hamas political chief Ismail Haniyeh in 
Istanbul just months before Haniyeh’s death in a 2024 Israeli strike.64 Reports suggest the two discussed relocating 
Hamas’s political bureau from Qatar to Turkey.65 On the first anniversary of the October 7 attacks in 2024, Erdogan 
offered no denunciation of Hamas’s crimes, instead declaring that Turkey “will continue to stand against the Israeli 
government no matter what the cost.”66

Jihadist Persons and Entities Inside Turkey With Ties to Hamas and Beyond

Following Hamas’s October 7 attack, U.S. Treasury officials made clear that Washington is increasingly 
alarmed by the group’s continued financial activity on Turkish soil. Undersecretary for Terrorism and Financial 
Intelligence Brian Nelson warned in November 2023 that Hamas retains the capacity to raise funds and 
prepare for future attacks from within Turkey.67 In response, the United States has issued successive rounds 
of sanctions targeting individuals, nonprofits, and companies that enable Hamas’s presence and financing 
pipeline in the country.

U.S. Treasury sanctions have shed new light on Hamas’s financial and political footprint in Turkey. One figure 
is Jihad Yaghmour, a Jerusalem native arrested by Israel in 1994 for his role in the kidnapping and murder of 
an Israeli soldier.68 Released and deported to Turkey in the 2011 Shalit prisoner swap, Yaghmour has since 
become instrumental in Hamas’s operations in the West Bank. He has used an Istanbul- and Ankara-based 
NGO called KUTAD (Association of Jerusalem and Our History) to host senior Hamas figures, such as Ismail 
Haniyeh and Nesim Yassin, and to serve as a conduit to Turkish intelligence services.69 Zaher Albaik, who runs 
KUTAD’s Ankara office, has helped facilitate meetings with Turkish officials.70 In December 2023, the United 

62. Sinan Ciddi, “Turkey is a sanctuary for terrorism financing,” Washington Examiner, February 17, 2024. (https://www.
washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/2861072/turkey-sanctuary-for-terrorism-financing) 
63. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Targets Network Financing Houthi Attacks on International Shipping,” 
December 28, 2023. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy2014)
64. Abby Sewell, “Hamas’ top political leader is killed in Iran in strike that risks triggering all-out regional war,” Associated Press, July 31, 
2024. (https://apnews.com/article/iran-hamas-israel-30968a7acb31cd8b259de9650014b779)
65. “Hamas Chief Meets Turkish President, Considers Move From Qatar to Turkey,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, April 22, 
2024. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2024/04/22/hamas-chief-meets-turkish-president-considers-move-from-qatar-to-turkey)
66. “President Erdoğan: ‘Israel’s policy of genocide, occupation, and invasion must come to an end,’” Directorate of Communications, 
October 7, 2024. (https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/english/haberler/detay/president-erdogan-israels-policy-of-genocide-occupation-and-invasion-
must-come-to-an-end)
67. Adam Samson and Ayla Jean Yackley, “US ‘profoundly’ worried over Turkey’s financial links to Hamas,” Financial Times (UK), 
November 30, 2023. (https://www.ft.com/content/d2483bf8-fce6-4bf6-b5db-7e30f1d922ce)
.Ynet (Israel), September 28, 2021. (https://www.ynet ”,[The ‘Aces’ Who Were Released in the Shalit Deal] ’האסים‘ ששוחררו בעסקת שליט“ .68
co.il/news/article/s1d9ygtqk)
69. Sinan Ciddi and Jonathan Schanzer, “Sanction the Hamas nongovernmental organization in Turkey,” Washington Examiner, January 
23, 2024. (https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/beltway-confidential/2812547/sanction-the-hamas-ngo-organization-in-turkey); 
Nadav Shragai, “Hamas’ Istanbul Headquarters Has Directed Hundreds of Terror Attacks Against Israelis and Laundered Millions of 
Dollars,” Jerusalem Center for Security and Foreign Affairs, December 30, 2021. (https://jcfa.org/article/hamas-istanbul-headquarters-has-
directed-hundreds-of-terror-attacks-against-israelis-and-laundered-millions-of-dollars)
70. Zaher Albaik, Instagram, January 10, 2023. (https://www.instagram.com/p/CnOj86Qt00l)
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States and the United Kingdom jointly sanctioned Yaghmour and seven others for advancing Hamas interests 
internationally and managing its finances.71 

Also among Hamas’s leadership in Turkey is Haroun Nasser al-Din, the head of Hamas’s Jerusalem office and a close 
associate of Hamas finance chief Zaher Jabarin and now deceased deputy political chief Saleh al-Arouri. A primary 
facilitator of Hamas’s terrorism in the West Bank, Nasser al-Din launders funds in Turkey for the terror group’s 
use in Hebron, a Hamas hub in the West Bank. The U.S. Treasury sanctioned Nasser al-Din in December 2023.72

Another key operative is Kuwaiti-born Amer al-Shawa, who sits on the boards of multiple Turkey-based firms 
providing financial support to Hamas. Treasury designated him in October 2023, and months later, the State 
Department placed a bounty of up to $10 million on several Hamas financial facilitators, including al-Shawa.73

Additional sanctions have targeted figures such as Musa Daud Muhammad Akari, a Hamas financier in Turkey 
since at least 2011.74 Akari was convicted for the 1992 kidnapping and murder of Israeli Border Police officer 
Nissim Toledano but later freed in the Shalit exchange and deported to Turkey.75 Akari has been photographed 
with Hamas political chief Khaled Meshal and deceased military leader Ahmed Jabari. He is a key mover of funds 
from Turkey to Hamas in Gaza and the West Bank.76 His close associate, Mahmoud Muhammad Ahmad Attoun, 
also deported from Israel in 2011 for Toledano’s killing, remains active in Turkey but has yet to be designated by 
the United States, unlike his brother Ahmad, who was sanctioned in 2023.77

The network also extends into Turkish political circles. Hasan Turan, a senior AKP figure who leads the Turkey-
Palestine Parliamentary Friendship Group, has hosted multiple high-level Hamas delegations both before and after 
October 7.78 On October 12, 2023, Turan hosted Bassem Naim at the Turkish National Assembly.79 Naim headed 
the Hamas-run Gaza Health Ministry that allowed Hamas to run military operations out of hospitals across the 
Gaza Strip. Turan also plays a leadership role in the League of Parliamentarians for al-Quds and Palestine, an 
organization that has included sanctioned Hamas financiers in its ranks, including now deceased senior political 
officer Ahmed Bahr, who in 2012 publicly called on Gazans to kill all Jews and Americans in God’s name and 

71. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “U.S. And UK Target Additional Hamas Finance Officials and Representatives,” 
December 13, 2023. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1981)
72. Ibid.
73. “Amer Kamal Sharif Alshawa,” Rewards for Justice, accessed February 17, 2026. (https://rewardsforjustice.net/rewards/amer-kamal-
sharif-alshawa); U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Following Terrorist Attack on Israel, Treasury Sanctions Hamas 
Operatives and Financial Facilitators,” October 18, 2023. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1816)
74. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Targets Key Hamas Leaders and Financiers,” November 19, 2024. (https://
home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy2720)
75. “Terrorist known Hamas member, brother of terrorist freed in Shalit deal,” Reuters, May 11, 2014. (https://www.ynetnews.com/
articles/0,7340,L-4588477,00.html)
76. “Hamas vows to abduct more soldiers,” Reuters, October 22, 2011. (https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4137544,00.html)
77. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Office of Foreign Assets Control, “Non-SDN Palestinian Legislative Council List,” March 28, 2025. 
(https://ofac.treasury.gov/media/10411/download?inline)
78. “Turkey as a Terrorism-Sponsoring State,” Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center (Israel), December 24, 2019. 
(https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/app/uploads/2019/12/E_278_19.pdf) 
79. Sinan Ciddi, Michael Rubin, Melissa Sacks, and Jonathan Schanzer, “Hamas and Turkey: Partners in Terror,” Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies, March 28, 2025. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2025/03/28/hamas-and-turkey-partners-in-terror) 
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maintained close ties to Erdogan allies.80 Although Treasury sanctioned the league’s leader in October 2024, 
Washington has not yet targeted the organization itself.

Several Turkish-based NGOs function as additional access points to Hamas. FIDDER, the “Turkish Society for 
Solidarity with Palestine,” has a mission of expanding Turkish-Palestinian ties but is known to host high-level 
Hamas visitors.81 Israeli authorities have recognized another NGO, the Istanbul-based Khir Ummah — licensed 
in Turkey and active in Syria and Gaza — as a front charity with Hamas operatives, including financiers Ibrahim 
al-Naji and Abdel Jaber Shalabi, among its ranks.82 Khir Ummah has partnered with internationally sanctioned 
entities, such as Hamas’s Union of Good financing network and the IHH, the Turkish organization implicated in 
material support to Hamas. 

In 2021, Khir Ummah received $110,000 from Igatha 48 Association (AID 48), the fundraising arm of the 
Brotherhood-offshoot Islamic Movement in Israel.83 Israeli authorities highlighted Khir Ummah’s alleged ties to 
terror by filing an indictment against Rami Habiballah, an Arab from northern Israel who sent money to the 
group. The association also received the money via Shalabi, who manages Khir Ummah in Turkey.

Turkey as a Forward Base for Brotherhood-Aligned Jihadism

Turkish state support for Syrian jihadist groups affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood is also a concern. In 
2016, a U.S. drone strike killed senior Egyptian Brotherhood member Rifai Ahmed Taha, hosted in Turkey since 
2013, during a cross-border trip into Syrian jihadist territory.84 Taha was a senior leader in Gamaa Islamiya and 
masterminded the 1996 Luxor massacre that killed 58 tourists. At the time of his death, Taha was in Syria to 
provide counsel to Turkey-backed Jabhat al-Nusra, which was then al-Qaeda’s branch in Syria.

Among the living, Taha’s counterpart, al-Islambouli, a longtime associate of bin Laden and Gamaa Islamiya co-
leader, has remained in Turkey since Morsi’s ouster.85 Islambouli, whose brother Khalid assassinated Egyptian 
President Anwar al-Sadat in 1981, handled operations for al-Qaeda’s Syria-based Khorasan Group — a terror outlet 
established for attacks on Western targets — from his Istanbul haven.86 Turkish authorities placed Islambouli 

80. Ailin Vilches Arguello, “Hamas-Linked Lobbying Network Expands Political Influence in Europe, New Report Shows,” The Algemeiner, 
February 11, 2025. (https://www.algemeiner.com/2025/02/11/hamas-linked-lobbying-network-expands-political-influence-europe-new-report-
shows); The League of Parliamentarians for al-Quds and Palestine, Facebook, April 10, 2023. (https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=590
350653125273&set=pb.100064510313545.-2207520000&type=3); Greg Tepper, “Hamas leader prays for annihilation of Jews, Americans,” 
The Times of Israel (Israel), August 20, 2012. (https://www.timesofisrael.com/palestinian-leader-prays-for-annihilation-of-americans-jews)
81. “Aktivitelerimiz [Our Activities],” FIDDER (Turkey), accessed February 17, 2026. (https://fidder.org.tr/tr/category/aktivitelerimiz)
82. Ohad Merlin, “An unholy pact: The Hamas-affiliated Turkish organization collaborating with Ra’am,” The Jerusalem Post (Israel), 
February 24, 2024. (https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/article-788645); “2 Israeli Arabs indicted for working with Hamas, planning terror 
attacks after Oct. 7,” The Times of Israel (Israel), February 11, 2024. (https://www.timesofisrael.com/2-israeli-arabs-indicted-for-working-
with-hamas-planning-terror-attacks-after-oct-7)
83. “Org. associated with Israeli Islamist party transfers money to Hamas-linked group,” Maariv Online (Israel), February 12, 2024. 
(https://www.jpost.com/israel-hamas-war/article-786575)
84. Joby Warrick, “Double game? Even as it battles ISIS, Turkey gives other extremists shelter,” The Washington Post, July 10, 
2016. (https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/double-game-even-as-it-battles-isis-turkey-gives-other-extremists-
shelter/2016/07/10/8d6ce040-4053-11e6-a66f-aa6c1883b6b1_story.html)
85. Ibid.
86. W. G. Kirolos, “Five given death for Sadat assassination,” UPI, March 6, 1982. (https://www.upi.com/Archives/1982/03/06/Five-given-
death-for-Sadat-assassination/6203384238800)
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under house arrest in 2016. This prevented the internationally wanted terrorist from facing extradition and trial, 
allowing him to live comfortably in Istanbul.87

Distinct from its support for the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas, Turkey has also backed jihadist groups in Syria, 
notably Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which absorbed al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.88 Treasury concluded 
HTS was simply a rebranded version of Nusra, with its leader Ahmad al-Sharaa (then known as Abu Muhammad 
al-Jolani, and now the president of Syria) remaining at the helm. Thus, Treasury’s designation of Nusra as a terrorist 
organization applied to HTS, as well. In December 2024, HTS overthrew the Bashar al-Assad regime, ending Syria’s 
civil war on terms favorable to Ankara. Sharaa then began pursuing warm ties with the Trump administration, 
which has lifted sanctions on him, on HTS, and on Syria. 

How we arrived here is important. In 2012, Ankara, with Qatar and Saudi Arabia, helped establish a covert 
operations center to coordinate jihadist attacks on Assad.89 Turkish border policies were notoriously lax — 
militants, weapons, and supplies flowed freely. In 2017, Turkey created the so-called Syrian National Army 
(SNA) — a  proxy rebel force distinct from HTS, bringing together armed secular and jihadist opposition 
groups.90 While benefiting from Ankara’s support, SNA fighters committed serious human rights abuses against 
Kurdish communities in Turkish-occupied northern Syria.91 In August 2024, the U.S. Treasury Department 
imposed sanctions on two prominent SNA militias, the Suleiman Shah Brigade and the Hamza Brigade, for 
abduction, extortion, torture, and sexual violence.92

The SNA and HTS were formally dissolved following Sharaa’s assumption of power, but in March 2025, their 
members massacred some 1,500 members of Syria’s Alawite minority group.93 HTS and SNA fighters now 
form the backbone of the new Syrian army, which Ankara supports by providing training, assistance, and 
military equipment.  

87. Moataz el-Kashef, “ مصادر لـ42: تركيا تحدد إقامة شقيق قاتل السادات وصهر بن لادن [Sources told 24: Turkey places the brother of Sadat’s assassin 
and Bin Laden’s son-in-law under house arrest],” 24.ae (United Arab Emirates), August 17, 2016. (https://24.ae/article/271490)
88. Mattisan Rowan, “Al Qaeda’s Latest Rebranding: Hay’at Tahrir al Sham,” Wilson Center, April 24, 2017. (https://www.wilsoncenter.org/
article/al-qaedas-latest-rebranding-hayat-tahrir-al-sham) 
89. Jonathan Schanzer and Merve Tahiroglu, “Bordering on Terrorism,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, November 19, 2014. 
(https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2014/11/19/bordering-on-terrorism)
90. Engin Yuksel, “Turkey and the armed Syrian opposition: From Free Syrian Army to Syrian National Army,” Clingendael, 
November 2019. (https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/1-turkey-and-the-armed-
syrian-opposition-from-free-syrian-army-to-syrian-national-army)
91. “‘Everything is by the Power of the Weapon:’ Abuses and Impunity in Turkish-Occupied Northern Syria,” Human Rights Watch, February 
29, 2024. (https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/02/29/everything-power-weapon/abuses-and-impunity-turkish-occupied-northern-syria)
92. David Adesnik and Sinan Ciddi, “U.S. Sanctions Target Turkey-Backed Militias in Syria, but Not Turkish Authorities,” Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, August 21, 2023. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/08/21/u-s-sanctions-target-turkey-backed-militias-in-syria-
but-not-turkish-authorities)
93. Maggie Michael, “Syrian forces massacred 1,500 Alawites. The chain of command led to Damascus.” Reuters, June 30, 2025. (https://www.
reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30); Aaron Zelin, “The Status of 
Syria’s Transition After Two Months,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy, February 12, 2025. (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/
policy-analysis/status-syrias-transition-after-two-months)

https://24.ae/article/271490/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/al-qaedas-latest-rebranding-hayat-tahrir-al-sham
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/al-qaedas-latest-rebranding-hayat-tahrir-al-sham
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2014/11/19/bordering-on-terrorism/
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/1-turkey-and-the-armed-syrian-opposition-from-free-syrian-army-to-syrian-national-army/
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2019/strategies-of-turkish-proxy-warfare-in-northern-syria/1-turkey-and-the-armed-syrian-opposition-from-free-syrian-army-to-syrian-national-army/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/02/29/everything-power-weapon/abuses-and-impunity-turkish-occupied-northern-syria
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/08/21/u-s-sanctions-target-turkey-backed-militias-in-syria-but-not-turkish-authorities/
https://www.fdd.org/analysis/2023/08/21/u-s-sanctions-target-turkey-backed-militias-in-syria-but-not-turkish-authorities/
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://www.reuters.com/investigations/syrian-forces-massacred-1500-alawites-chain-command-led-damascus-2025-06-30/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/status-syrias-transition-after-two-months
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/status-syrias-transition-after-two-months


Islamist Turkey: A Base for Muslim Brotherhood Jihadism14

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations

Erdogan’s embrace of the Muslim Brotherhood has damaged Turkey’s secular-liberal democratic character and 
its willingness to address terrorism and related security concerns. In shedding the AKP’s early moderation for 
hardline Islamist domination, Ankara now extols anti-Western and anti-NATO policy just as its Milli Gorus 
predecessors hoped for decades. So too has it made Turkey an international hub for terrorist financing and shelter. 
From Turkey, violent Brotherhood elements can export violence and sponsor terror across the Middle East and 
sub-Saharan Africa. However, the United States can still compel Turkey’s government to rein in the international 
Muslim Brotherhood and its most violent contingents.

First, Washington should pursue Global Magnitsky sanctions against targets in Turkey involved in grand 
corruption and election interference. In recent months, Erdogan and his ruling party have pursued criminal 
charges against political activists and opposition figures, jailing hundreds of them. To date, very little has been 
done by the international community to respond to these anti-democratic measures. The Global Magnitsky Act 
allows for sanctions on individuals who engage in significant corruption, bribery, asset expropriation, or facilitation 
of corrupt proceeds. The United States should actively pursue asset freezes and visa restrictions against targets in 
Turkey engaged in these behaviors.

Second, the United States should utilize Global Magnitsky authorities to target Turkish individuals responsible for 
human rights violations in Syria. Turkey has taken an active role in supporting Syrian groups such as the SNA’s 
Suleiman Shah Brigade and Hamza Brigade — and even HTS in the several years leading up to its takeover. These 
groups engaged in terrorism and human rights violations, particularly while receiving sponsorship and assistance 
from Turkey. They often targeted civilians and attacked the critical infrastructure of vulnerable populations, leading 
to food and water shortages, electricity lapses, and physical harm to Kurds and other minority groups.94 While the 
United States supports the new central authority in Syria, it should continue to monitor extremist elements in Syria 
that Turkey has supported and directed. These groups are also closely aligned with Muslim Brotherhood ideology 
and should be subject to designation if sufficient evidence is gathered.

Third, the White House should fully apply the November 2025 executive order aimed at designating branches of 
the Muslim Brotherhood as terrorist organizations. The White House subsequently designated four branches — in 
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and Sudan — for acts of terrorism or providing support to Hamas.95 State and Treasury should 
similarly evaluate persons in Turkey — including government officials — and agencies that may meet this criterion 
for designation.

Fourth, Treasury officials should consider the Turkish financial sector a jurisdiction of money laundering concern. 
Turkey is actively hosting and supporting Hamas. Hamas senior leadership is routinely welcomed in Istanbul 
and Ankara and meets publicly with senior AKP party officials and the foreign minister. Regional intelligence 
reports indicate funds have traversed the Turkish banking sector en route to terror groups in Lebanon, Syria, the 
West Bank, and Iraq. The United States should protect the international financial sector by recommending added 
scrutiny and screening to transactions involving Turkish financial institutions.

94. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Sanctions Two Syria-Based Militias Responsible for Serious Human Rights 
Abuses in Northern Syria,” August 17, 2023. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1699)
95. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury and State Departments Designate Muslim Brotherhood Branches as 
Terrorist Organizations,” January 13, 2026. (https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sb0357); U.S. Deparment of the Treasury, Office 
of Foreign Assets Control, “Counter Terrorism Designations; Sudan-related Designation Update,” March 9, 2026. (https://ofac.treasury.
gov/recent-actions/20260309) 
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Finally, Washington should coordinate with the G7 to return Turkey to the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) 
“grey list” until further improvements are seen in combating terrorism financing. In 2021, Turkey was added to 
the list of countries with insufficient controls and weak monitoring of its banking sector with regard to money 
laundering and terrorist financing. Turkey continues to lack control over large swaths of its financial sector, which 
is opaque and lacks transparency. Until Turkey implements sufficient laws and regulations, it should be returned 
to the FATF grey list so that financial institutions are warned about improper anti-money laundering and counter-
terrorist financing monitoring.

Turkish support for the Muslim Brotherhood is no longer confined to statements of kinship and shared Islamist 
ideology. Under Erdogan, Turkey’s Brotherhood sponsorship is now a heavily institutionalized network radiating 
out from Ankara. As this network threatens to wreak further havoc in Syria, the Palestinian territories, Libya, 
and elsewhere, Washington should not exempt Erdogan from the consequences of harboring, funding, and 
defending terrorists.



Islamist Turkey: A Base for Muslim Brotherhood Jihadism16

FDD values diversity of opinion and the independent views of its scholars, fellows, and board members. The views of the authors 
do not necessarily reflect the views of FDD, its staff, or its advisors.

About the Foundation for Defense of Democracies
The Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD) is a Washington, DC-based, nonpartisan policy institute 
focusing on foreign policy and national security. For more information, please visit www.fdd.org.

FDD’s Turkey Program 
Since the rise to power of the Islamist-rooted Justice and Development Party (AKP) and Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
subsequent consolidation of one-man rule, Turkey has transformed from a trusted NATO ally with a commitment 
to secular governance and rule of law to a far more difficult actor. FDD’s Turkey Program seeks to inform 
policymakers and the public about the AKP’s dangerous and anti-American policies that threaten Turkish and 
Western security.

This work is made possible, in part, by the Shillman Foundation.

Dr. Sinan Ciddi is a senior fellow at FDD and director of FDD’s Turkey Program. He is also an adjunct 
associate professor at Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service.

William Doran is an intern in the Turkey Program at FDD.


