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The immigration from Turkey to Europe

In 1961 Germany signed a recruitment treaty with 
Turkey. Austria, Belgium and the Netherlands 
followed in 1964, France and Sweden in 1965, 
and Switzerland in 1967. Turkey is associated 
with the European Community/Union since 
1963, and Turkish immigrants in the EU enjoy 
a privileged status under the bilateral association. 
In a number of decisions the European Court of 
Justice has interpreted their rights in analogy to 
those of European citizens, giving them a high 
level of status security and social and economic 
equality with EU citizens. In adddition, Turkey 
has a customs union with the EU since 1996, 
with the exeption of the agricultural sector.
The agreements have led to three waves of 
immigration: first the recruitment of workers 
for industry, particularly in Germany, bringing 
Turkish workers to the core sectors of German 
industry. When the recruitment was ended in 
1972/1973/1974, family reunification intensified 
and led to a secondary immigration of wives, 
husbands and children, since core families 
were privileged by the association agreement 
and under the German constitution. A third and 
smaller stream came under the political refugee 
category, particularly in the civil war situation 
in Turkey in the late 1970s. For decades Turks 
were a major refugee group in Germany, Austria, 
the Netherlands and Switzerland. This included 
oppositionist groups and personalities, be it 
political, religious or ethnic minorities. All in all, 
migration from Turkey to Germany is the largest 
single migration from one country to another in 
Europe (for reliable data about integration and 
the composition of the group see Sauer/ Halm 
2009). 
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These large migrations led to the reproduction 
of the Turkish religious, political and ethnic 
microcosm. Groups and individuals that could 
not express themselves freely under the Kemalist 
regime in Turkey, particularly during the time of the 
military regime after 1980, acted out in Europe. 
Religious fundamentalist organizations founded 
their centres in Cologne, Kurdish television was 
broadcast from Denmark and England, and leftist 
activists fled to Germany and other European 
countries. To counter these developments, 
the Turkish state office for religion (Diyanet) 
organized religious services and associations in 
the countries of emigration, and is now the largest 
religious provider by far for Turkish immigrants, in 
Germany under the name DITIB (Turkish-Islamic 
Union of the Office of Religion) with about 900 
mosques and 80 per cent of mosque visitors 
(Sen/ Sauer 2006: 33), in Austria under the name 
ATIB with 59 mosques. Religious officials at 
the Turkish embassies have a decisive role in 
the organizations, and the texts of the Friday 
sermons are provided centrally from Ankara. Non-
state religious groups like Milli Görüs organize a 
smaller percentage of believers. Since decades, 
they have been accused of anti-Semitism by 
secularists, and these accusations have been 
confirmed by the German Verfassungsschutz 
(domestic intelligence). Turkish Islam is 
organized separately from non-Turkish Islamic 
organizations, even if the organizations recently 
created an umbrella body, to act as a partner 
for the German government.
Despite the traditional Kemalist state ideology 
which recognized only Turks, tried to assimilate 
all minorities, to suppress the Kurdish language, 
to deny the Armenian past of large parts of the 
country, and institutionalizes only the Sunni from 
of Islam, Turkey is a country of religious, ethnic 
and cultural diversity. About forty ethnic minorities 
can be counted. By far the largest are the Kurds 
who have been suppressed since the early days 
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of the republic, and are only beginning to have 
the possibility to speak their language in public. 
The largest religious minority today are the Alevis, 
a specific Turkish offshoot of the Shia, limited 
to Turkey and not connected to Shia groups 
elsewhere.
Table 1. Immigrants from Turkey in European countries in 2006 (thousands)

Country
Foreign 

born
Foreign 

Nationals
Migration 

Background**

Austria
Belgium
Denmark

147
86
31

111
39
29

-
-
-

France
Germany

222 (2005)
1511 (2007)

229
1738

-
2527 (2007)

Netherlands
Sweden

Switzerland

195
37
-

97
10
74

-
-
-

Total 2280* 2327 3.5-4 million*

Source: OECD 2008, 325-349; BAMF 2009, 20. *Estimate. **Migration background is a new 
statistical category in Germany, adding up people with non-German birthplace, non-German 
nationality and a non-German parent.  

Whereas the economic and social integration 
of the working population went rather smoothly, 
refugees were less welcome when they arrived in 
large numbers in the late 1970s. The large family 
migration and the birth of hundreds of thousands 
of children came as a surprise to the immigration 
countries, even if they could have been foreseen. 
In the early 1980s, Germany passed a ‘return 
encouragement law’, to reduce the number of 
immigrants from Turkey, and tried to stem the flow 
by various means, including the introduction of a 
visa regime. Other European governments acted 
similarly. Today, ‘Turks’ are the largest immigrant 
group in German and Austria, considered to 
be difficult to integrate and stereotyped in the 
public discussion. In France, they are less visible, 
since Maghrebian immigrants are much more 
numerous. In the Netherlands and in Belgium, 
‘Turks’ are also often considered a ‘problem’ 
and defined as ‘non Western’ minorities but 
Moroccan immigrants are more in the focus of 
the public mind.
Even if Turks are much better integrated than 
the public perceptions would suggest, they have 
developed a rich cultural, religious, sports and 

other associational life and created important 
Turkish-language press and TV activities. Thus 
the Turkish community in Europe has its own 
public sphere and is well connected to the 
motherland (Halm/ Thränhardt 2009; Amelina/ 
Faist 2008). The large Turkish newspapers have 
‘European’ editions, printed in the Frankfurt area. 
Since ‘European Turks’ are affluent compared to 
their kinsmen in Turkey, they enjoy a certain but 
uneasy prestige in Turkish society and politics. 
The Turkish government tries to keep them tied 
to the motherland, and wants them to lobby for 
Turkey in the countries of emigration. The envied 
and often cited model is the Jewish lobby in the 
United States.
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Turkish politics, their conflicts, taboos 
and conspiracy theories

Since the Turkish heritage is important for 
the Turkish community in Germany, a short 
overview is presented here. With the founding 
of the republic and the Lausanne peace treaty 
of 1923, Turkey isolated itself from the conflicts 
around. In World War II, it remained neutral 
until just before the end. Except for the Cyprus 
conflict and several raids against the PKK in 
Northern Iraq, Turkey did not intervene outside 
its territory. With its Western orientation during 
the Cold War, Turkey kept a distance from the 
Arab world and the conflicts there. 
Turkey has its own problems. The genocide 
against the Armenians is still taboo, and people 
speaking out about it risk their lives. Since the 
massacers are recognized in the outside world, 
Turkish communities often argue about it. As late 
as August 2009, the Türkische Gemeinde Berlin 
(Turkish community in Berlin) came out against 
the establishment of the house of Johannes 
Lepsius in Potsdam, the author of documentary 
books about the Armenians in World War I, as a 
place of memory and research. Another conflict is 
about the Kurds and the separatist PKK, involving 
also the countries of emigration. Germany has 
illegalized not only the PKK but also the Kurdish 
Roj TV, which is sending from Denmark. 
A central conflict is about religion. Kemalism 
imposed state control over Sunni Islam while at 
the same time keeping it as a monopoly religion in 
the country, and allowing no other religion a legal 
status (exept for some shrinking and endangered 
niches for the traditional Christian churches). 
In that monopoly spirit, the secularist military 
government of the early 1980s institutionalized 
mandatory religious Sunni instruction for all 
children in Turkey, to immunize the population 
against leftist ideas. On the other hand, the next 
coup was against a religious party in 1997, and the 
headscarf is still not allowed in state institutions. 
Some Kemalist intellectuals in Germany and 
other European countries argue against Islam 
as such, and denounce it as anti-modern, anti-
democratic, suppressing women etc.

The present government, its stable majority and 
its mix of democratic rootedness, human rights 
legislation, EU accession policy, moderate Islam 
and a good neighbour policy in all directions can 
be seen as a way out, modifying the traditional 
Kemalist state ideology. It is important not to 
confuse the inner-Turkish conflicts with those 
of the outside world. 
Turkish political and cultural conflicts are mirrored 
in various layers of conspiracy theories, some 
of them focusing on Islam and the endangering 
of the Turkish republic, some anti-Armenian and 
anti-Greek, others anti-Western and (particularly 
in the Bush time) anti-American. In this context, 
there are also anti-Jewish conspiracy theories, 
most of them with a European origin. Since 
there are no data about these sometimes absurd 
constructions, it is difficult to evaluate their 
impact. Clearly, this also depends on political 
constellations and events. However, since Turkey 
is in a process of democratic consolidation and 
successfully pursues a peace agenda in all 
directions, irrational fears many become less 
relevant over time. 
For the Western public, it is difficult to comprehend 
that Western-style middle and upper class 
Kemalists, much more than the governing 
DKP party activists, tend to fall prey to such 
conspiracy thinking, including anti-American and 
anti-European fears of being overwhelmed, and 
including anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. This 
originates in the anti-pluralistic integral nationalism 
that is part of the Kemalist concept, and does 
not tolerate any difference in society. The ultra-
nationalist MHP or ‘Grey Wolves’, consequently, 
are also anti-Semitic. Criticising this anti-minority 
tradition, Prime Minister Erdogan has spoken 
out for minorities, breaking a taboo against past 
discriminations of Christians and Jews (Güsten 
2009). He himself as well as president Gül are 
accused by Kemalist rumours to have Jewish 
roots (Rosenkranz 2007).
Clearly, however, Jews as well as Israel and 
its conflicts are not the prime concern of Turks 
and immigrants from Turkey in Europe. They 
have their own universe of conspiracy fears, 
idiosyncrasies and intense antagonisms.
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Immigrants’ feelings of victimization 

Since the year 1980, there is talk in Germany 
about a ‘Türkenproblem’ (problem with the 
Turks). Prominent historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler, 
as one example, used that term in an essay in 
the respectable weekly Die Zeit in 2002. ‘Turks’ 
have been an issue in German politics for three 
decades, in the last years this goes under the 
discussion about the Europeanness of Turkey 
and its possible accession to the EU. In the 
early 1990s, that xenophobia became hot, and 
a wave of arson attacks shocked Germany, and 
particularly the immigrants from Turkey who felt 
victimized in Germany. This is the origin of the 
comparisons of the Turkish fate with the Jews in 
Germany, since the ‘Judenproblem’ (problem with 
the Jews) had been prominent since Treitschke’s 
anti-Semitic essay in 1880. Such comparisons 
are repudiated vehemently in Germany. They 
demonstrate, however, how deep the feelings 
of discrimination sit in the minds of immigrants 
from Turkey. 
Commenting on the Turkish feelings of 
discrimination, Turkish-American political 
scientist Nedim Ögelman (1999) speaks of a 
‘Turkish hangover’. He argues that unlike in the 
US, immigrants get free schooling, university 
education, health care, and other benefits, they 
are protected by EU law and under the German 
constitution, and segregation rates in Germany 
are lower than in other countries. Ögelman�s 
arguments demonstrate that not so much the 
objective situation but the perception is at stake. 
German self-criticism and feelings of historic 
guilt, Turkish nationalism and strong feelings 
of otherness combine in intense emotions of 
being discriminated, even when communication 
in everyday life works out reasonably well. ‘The 
topos of victimization and marginalization of 
Muslims in Germany is present with all the 
interviewees’ (Brettfeld/ Wetzels 2003: 12). 
In 2009, 72 per cent of Turkey-origin migrants 
reported that they had been discriminated 
against (Sauer 2009: 161). In spite of many 
close personal contacts with Germans, 59 per 
cent of immigrants from Turkey in German identify 

themselves as Turkish, and only 32 per cent as 
German-Turkish or bicultural.
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Researchers, media, and the 
externalization of anti-semitism 

There is limited anecdotal but no systematic 
scientific evidence of a special antisemitic 
tendency among the immigrants from Turkey 
in Germany. Yet there is much talk about it. In 
the following, I shall first refer to the discourse 
and then discuss reliable data. 
In a recent prominent brochure about it this 
comes out very clearly. The booklet’s title is 
‚’Die Juden sind schuld’. Antisemitismus in 
der Einwanderungsgesellschaft am Beispiel 
muslimisch sozialisierter Milieus’ (‚’The Jews 
are guilty’. Anti-semitism in the immigration 
society – the example Muslim socialized milieus’). 
Cem Özdemir, chairman of the German Green 
party, in the preface reminds all immigrant 
associations to be careful about anti-Semitism. 
The text itself says that it is ‘completely unclear’ 
to which amount Muslim youths are prejudiced 
against Jews (Kiefer 2009: 21). Still, the media 
reported about immigrant anti-semitism, quoting 
the conference results. 
This was not a singular event. Most statements 
in studies about immigrant anti-Semitism suffer 
from one of two quality deficits: misinterpretation 
of items or re-labelling Turkish immigrants as 
Muslims and then discussing incidents with 
Palestinian, Lebanese-Palestinian or other Arab 
immigrants. This creates sensation and is a way 
to acquire generous funding from concerned 
government or foundation sources. 
The first such statement was based on the question 
given to adolescents of Turkish origin ‘Does 
Zionism endanger Islam?’ (Heitmeyer/ Müller/ 
Schröder 1997: 181). 33.2 per cent answered 
with yes. The authors interpreted this as a ‘hidden 
anti-Semitism’.  Kiefer (2002: 12), relying on the 
same item stated that ‘young Muslims in Germany 
in an appalling extent support the position that 
the existence of Israel amounts to a world-wide 
conspiracy against Islam’. Another example of 
misinterpretation is the report ‘Manifestations 
of anti-Semitism in the European Union – First 
Semester 2002’ which states that anti-Semitic 
incidents in Britain, the Netherlands, France 

and Belgium often were committed by young 
Muslims of Arab or rather North African origin 
whereas in Germany extreme rightist native 
groups and individuals were responsible for 
such attacks (ZfA 2003:2).  Despite the lack of 
any evidence, Gessler (2004: 125), referring to 
that study, says that with respect to Germany 
that ‘to a great deal young Muslim migrants 
committed violence against Jews’.  Another 
author, Küntzel (2007:2), referring to a project 
of the Alice-Salomon-Fachhochschule, states 
that even ‘children and adolescents from Islamic 
families take a strong anti-Semitic position’. The 
project consisted of a video few interviews with 
youth of ‘Arabic and Turkish background’ about 
their ideas about Jews (Becker/ Salomon 2005, 
34-35).  The statements were horrifying but not 
in the least representative. Students carried out a 
few interviews in their first and second semesters.  
There is a similar non-representative study about 
anti-Semitic ‘codes’ in immigrant youth language 
in Berlin-Kreuzberg where ‘Jew’ seems to be 
used as swear word (ZDK 2003: 125).1

All in all, there is no evidence about a high level 
of anti-Semitism among Turks, nor of a special 
Turkish concern with Jews or Israel – in contrast 
to discussions about the Kurdish minority or the 
Armenian genocide. In spite of these meagre 
results, we now find several books about migrant 
anti-Semitism which have a huge media echo, 
in newspapers from the left to the right. The 
alarmism about Moslems after 9/11, and the 
anti-Turkish sentiments get a new moral basis. 
The centre of anti-Semitism is now seen in the 
Moslem world, and immigrants from Moslem 
countries are identified as the carriers of anti-
Semitism in Europe (Küntzel 2002; Kiefer 2002; 
Benz/ Wetzel 2007: 19). Gessler (2004) and 
Küntzel (2007) identify Islamic anti-Semitism 
as the ‘main challenge’ of our time, imported 
through satellite TV and the internet from 
Islamic countries.  In that way, Germans and 
Europeans are exculpated and anti-Semitism 
is externalized – a mechanism that seems to 
1  I found the contrasting quotes about the evidence and the interpretation at Stender (2008). 
For further discussions see Stender (2009).
Both studies contain only about a dozen interviews, selected upon their provocative contents. 
Thus they are worrying with respect to the individual students and their local milieus but they 
do not in the least present a representative overview of anti-semitism in the Turkish community. 
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be appealing to the German public and to the 
Western world in general. Anti-Semitism is said 
to be inherent in Islam. If a Moslem is not a 
manifest anti-Semite, at least he is a latent one 
(Stender 2008, criticizing Raddatz 2007). In 
that climate, the federal programme against 
xenophobia and extremism was re-arranged, 
and now includes activities against anti-Semitism 
of Moslem migrants (BMFSFJ 2006: 8, quoted 
after Stender 2008: 6). Moslem youths then are 
not so much seen as objects of xenophobia but 
as offenders.
The only study that provides reliable data is 
Brettfeld/ Wetzels 2007. Again, the study is 
about all Moslems, of which 78 per cent have 
their origin in Turkey. The authors find that lager 
majority of Moslems in Germany feel concerned 
with the ‘situation of Moslems in the Middle East’ 
(85 per cent of the Moslem population in general, 
47.9 per cent of school children, 60.1 per cent 
of university students). A minority of Moslems 
in Germany (15.7 per cent) have anti-Jewish 
prejudices (‘Jews are arrogant/überheblich and 
greedy/geldgierig’), against 7.4 per cent of the 
non-Moslem population and 5.4 per cent of the 
indigenous population. However, this percentage 
is lower than anti-Moslem prejudice in the non-
Moslem immigrant population (23.1 per cent) or 
in the general population (17.2 per cent). It is 
likely that Turkey-origin people carry some anti-
Semitic prejudices, too, but here again the 15.7 
per cent are likely to include larger contingents of 
Moslem groups of different origins, in particular 
Arabs. Brettfeld/ Wetzels (278) conclude: ‘German 
born Moslems have significantly lower rates of 
religious prejudice/intolerance than indigenous 
Germans’. Discussing students, they come to the 
same conclusions: 9.4 per cent of Moslems are 
prejudiced about Jews, 4.9 per cent of non-Moslem 
immigrants are prejudiced about Jews but 15.0 
per cent of non-Moslem immigrants are prejudiced 
about Moslems. Interestingly, anti-Semitic prejudice 
among Moslems is not connected to fundamentalist, 
traditional conservatives, non-religious people of 
religious orthodoxy but can go together with all of 
these attitudes, held in all sectors by a minority 
(detailed evidence in Brettfeld/ Wetzels 2009).

Conclusion

For immigrants from Turkey, by far the largest 
immigrant group in Germany, anti-Semitism and 
the relation to Jews or the Israel-Palestine conflict 
is not a central problem. They are not participating 
at Al Kuds marches or similar activities. As 
outsiders, they are exposed to the prominence 
of the news about the Middle East conflict. 
Traditionally, Turks have been preoccupied by 
their own worlds of fears and conspiracy theories. 
In Germany and other European countries, they 
are largely seen as cultural ‘Others’, and they 
suffer under intense feelings of discrimination 
and victimization. Despite missing systematic 
evidence, as Moslems they are considered 
hidden or open anti-Semites in many books 
and newspaper articles.
These contexts and developments carry two 
risks: one pedagogic and one political. If Turkish 
origin youths are put into the anti-Semitic box, 
and the anti-Islamic discourse is merged with 
the European-Turkish discrimination and outsider 
discourse, the result may be counterproductive, 
and Turkey-origin students may react oppositionist 
and identify against the dominant pro-Israel 
stance in Germany and the Netherlands.
A similar process can occur in the public arena, 
even if there is no indication until now. If Turkey 
and Turks are more and more defined as 
Moslems, and not belonging to the European 
Christian club, the public discourse can result in 
a self-fulfilling Huntingtonian prophecy, defining 
the immigrants from Turkey Moslem outsiders, 
with all the consequences for Europe and Israel. 
If the present Turkish government succeeds 
in its policies of friendly relations with all the 
neighbours including Armenia and ends the 
discrimination against the internal minorities 
including the Kurds, Turkish opinion my lose their 
old foes and come out stronger against Israel as 
has been the case in the Gaza conflict of 2009. 
That may then again have some influence on 
the immigrants from Turkey in Europe. 
Instead of prejudiced pronouncements, more 
empirical research is needed. It should take 
into account the specifics of Turkish migration 
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to Europe and Turkey’s traditions. Even more 
than the Brettfeld/Wetzels study has done, 
however, attitudes of Turkey-origin people should 
be studied in context: not only in comparison 
with their German and immigrant neighbours 
but also with respect to their attitudes towards 
other groups and in the context of inner-Turkish 
conflicts. 
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