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A lt h o u g h  T u r k ey  i s�  a secular, democratic, pro-
Western country now in accession negotiations with 
the European Union (EU), the issue of radical, violent 
Islamist groups in the country hardly attracts attention 
in Washington. In addition to having a homegrown 
Islamist movement rooted in the Milli Selamet Par-
tisi (MSP; National Salvation Party) of Necmettin 
Erbakan, whose tradition is embodied by the ruling 
Justice and Development Party (AKP), Turkey also 
has a number of active small- and medium-sized radi-
cal Islamist groups. For instance, al-Qaeda has already 
struck in Turkey in two incidents of suicide attacks 
in Istanbul, in which truck bombs targeted two syna-
gogues on November 15, 2003, and the British Con-
sulate and HSBC Bank Headquarters on November 
20, 2003, killing sixty-one people. These two inci-
dents resonate as a September 11 for Turks and have 
attracted attention to al-Qaeda in Turkey. Another 
violent Islamist group, Hizballah1 in Turkey (HiT), 
deserves similar attention. HiT launched a campaign 
among the Kurds in Turkey in the 1990s. The group 
received limited support in Turkey, but did so almost 
exclusively through the Kurds, leading some analysts to 
dub it “Kurdish Hizballah.”2 

Turkish security forces successfully crushed HiT 
in 2000. Since then, HiT has staged a comeback, rely-
ing on a sophisticated, multipronged strategy that 
infuses political activism into its earlier violent tenden-
cies. Whereas in the 1990s, the group’s operations were 
small-scale, recent demonstrations organized by HiT in 
Diyarbakir in February and April 2006 have attracted 
as many as 100,000 people—a shocking development 
given Diyarbakir’s population of about 1 million. Thus, 
the potential for HiT to reemerge—this time as an even 
more serious threat to Turkey—is worth examining. 

What is more, HiT has, for the most part, escaped 
the attention of U.S. policymakers. When Washington 
has focused on terrorism problems threatening Turkey, 
its attention has been largely devoted to the activities 
of the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). This focus 
has allowed HiT to operate under the radar; at the 
moment, HiT is not designated as a terrorist group by 
the U.S. government and it is not on the State Depart-
ment’s list of foreign terrorist organizations. This study 
discusses several reasons why Washington should be 
paying more attention to HiT, a group whose resur-
gence poses a serious threat to the Turkish government 
as well as the broader region, including Iraq. 

1.	 An explanation may be in order concerning the name of the radical Islamist organization studied in this article. It always appreciated Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lution and the Iranian Islamic regime; followed a Hizballah-like line; and was called Hizballah by Turkish security forces, the media, and most of the 
other Islamist groups. But the organization never used this or any other name to define itself. Its members referred to the organization with the neutral 
word “community” and talked of their leader Huseyin Velioglu as their “older brother.” The fact that the book published by the organization in 2004 was 
titled The History of Hizballah in Its Own Words proves, even though a little belatedly, that the organization did not complain about the name Hizballah 
and even accepted it. Nevertheless, referring to the organization only as Hizballah would be inappropriate, bringing to mind the Lebanese Hizballah. The 
name “Kurdish Hizballah” would not be appropriate either because it would portray the organization as a Kurdish nationalist movement, which it is not, 
and because another Hizballah presence already exists among the Iraqi Kurds. Calling the organization “Turkish Hizballah” would also be wrong because 
it would misrepresent an organization whose members are almost entirely of Kurdish origin. As a result, the most appropriate name for the organization 
is “Hizballah in Turkey.”

2.	 “The Real Challenge to Secular Turkey,” Economist, August 31, 2006. Available online (www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displaystory.
cfm?story_id=7855127). 
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T h r e e  fa c t o r s  fa c i l i tat e d�  the birth and 
rise of Hizballah in Turkey: the ascent of radical Islam 
in Turkey since the 1970s, Iranian influence on such 
groups since the 1980s, and the form of conservative 
Islam dominant among Sunni Kurds in Turkey—a factor 
that catalyzed HiT in the 1990s. The increased presence 
of the violent Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK; a leftist 
organization with roots in Marxism and atheism) in the 
1990s across southeastern Turkey can be seen as another 
factor that catalyzed the emergence of HiT as an armed 
organization. In fact, armed conflict between the dia-
metrically opposed PKK and HiT soon followed.

Birth of Radical Islam in Turkey
The 1970s ushered in a time of extreme politiciza-
tion for Turkey and its Islamic movements. Under the 
influence of Sayed Qutb, many young Islamists began 
to question the ethos of state loyalty. They began to 
describe regimes that did not follow Allah’s teachings 
as taghuti (sinful or barbarian) and societies that did 
not live by those teachings as jahili (ignorant).1 As was 
the case in Egypt, the idea of Islamists’ withdrawing 
from secular society (as well as shunning liberal Turk-
ish Islamic practices) to impose sharia on the rest of 
the society became widespread among those youths. 
Islamists started to boycott mainstream Islamic prac-
tices. Turkey was considered an “abode of war” where 
Friday prayers could not be held—a stance dictated by 
small radical Islamist groups that appeared in different 
parts of the country independently, generally known as 
cumasizlar (those who do not practice Friday prayer at 
mosques).

Prayers led by imams whose salaries were paid by the 
official Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet)—an 
arm of the Turkish state—were considered illegitimate. 
Some of these radicals who said they would by no 

means enter into dialogue with the “sinful” regime also 
avoided the National Salvation Party (MSP), claiming 
there was no “party system in Islam.” In their ideologi-
cal struggle against leftists—the most significant politi-
cal power in Turkey in the 1970s—Islamist youths took 
refuge in the views of Iran’s leftist-inspired Ali Shariati. 
They were even dubbed “green communists” for their 
positions. In this revolutionary process, such Islamists 
were isolated from traditionally religious people. 

The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran and Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamist takeover of the govern-
ment—which bypassed secular, nationalist, and left-
ist opposition—opened new horizons for Turkish 
Islamist ideology and its movements. As soon as they 
could, hundreds of young Islamists visited Iran, enam-
ored with the excitement of celebrating in the epicen-
ter of the revolution. Upon their return, they began to 
research ways of transforming Turkey into Iran. Under 
the influence of the Iranian regime’s strategy of “export 
of revolution,”2 books written by ayatollahs, particu-
larly those of Khomeini, were translated into Turkish. 
Meanwhile, Iranian diplomats and institutions also 
infiltrated Turkey’s Islamist movement.3 The move-
ment met a major obstacle, however, in the form of the 
military coup of September 12, 1980. Except for one 
incident in which Islamists hijacked an airplane going 
from Diyarbakir to Istanbul, the movement was silent 
during this period. Nevertheless, by remaining under-
ground, the Islamists were able to take advantage of the 
period of military rule between 1980 and 1982, avoid-
ing the purges that decimated the radical left and radi-
cal nationalist movements. Thus, Islamists and HiT 
remained unrivaled in the 1980s, especially in universi-
ties. The 1980s ushered in a period when the Islamist 
movement grew extremely strong but did not perpe-
trate any noteworthy operations.

Background: The Birth of HiT

1.	 Sayed Khatab, The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb: The Theory of Jahiliyyah (London and New York: Routledge, 2006). 
2.	 R. K. Ramazani, “Iran’s Export of the Revolution: Politics, Ends, and Means,” in John L. Esposito, ed., The Iranian Revolution: Its Global Impact (Miami: 

Florida International University Press, 1990).
3.	 “Türkiye’de Radikal İslamcılık ve İran Bağlantısı” (Radical Islam in Turkey and the Iranian connection) in Sami Oguz and Rusen Cakir, Hatemi’nin İranı 

(Khatemi’s Iran) (Istanbul: İletişim, 2000), pp. 259–278.



The Reemergence of Hizballah in Turkey� Rusen Cakir

The Washington Institute for Near East Policy� �

This period also saw the strengthening of the 
Islamists’ demographic base. As Turkey transitioned 
to democracy in 1983 and opened up to the world, 
both economically and culturally, access to translated 
Islamic publications from around the world also grew. 
An array of new publishing houses sprang up, focusing 
their attention on Turkey’s young population. Islamic 
periodicals, such as İslam, Altınoluk, Köprü, İcmal, and 
Öğüt, were disseminated. In some cases, short-lived 
publications created by Turkish youths, which per-
haps came at the expense of their weekly allowances, 
were also produced.4 Almost all books written by the 
world’s most prominent Islamic scholars from Egypt, 
Iran, and Pakistan were translated into Turkish during 
this period. 

Enter Iran
The leadership of Turkish prime minister and president 
Turgut Ozal saw the rise of radical Islam. As Turkey 
became an increasingly consumption-driven society 
in the 1980s, Ozal, a member of the Sufi Naqshbandi 
order, helped integrate religious Turks into this new 
system. That Turkey would not be able to produce an 
Islamic revolution created a profound crisis within 
the Islamic movement. A disenchanted group, which 
since the 1970s had established contacts with Tehran, 
increased its relations with Iran. Some made contact 
with Lebanon.5 

For years, Islamic circles in Turkey have discussed 
to whom Tehran has actually issued orders, given that 
every small group has claimed to be “Turkey’s Hizbal-
lah.” Rumors surfaced that groups of teenagers were 
receiving military education in camps outside Turkey, 
while others—whose names remain anonymous—were 
said to have been fighting in Afghanistan as volunteers 

alongside mujahedin.6 Despite this buzz, Turkey still 
did not experience a serious incident initiated by radi-
cal Islamists. 

That situation changed dramatically after the assas-
sination of Muammer Aksoy, a lawyer and well-known 
secular intellectual and Kemalist, on January 31, 1990. 
The attack was followed by other assassinations. Vic-
tims included a liberal female theologian, Bahriye 
Ucok; the editor-in-chief of the popular secular daily 
Hürriyet, Cetin Emec; a former cleric and later a critic 
of Islam, Turan Dursun; and a well-known left-wing 
journalist, Ugur Mumcu. Many Islamist militants 
associated with Iran’s Secret Services or the Republi-
can Guard–affiliated Army of Jerusalem were arrested 
and heavily penalized for being connected with these 
murders.7 Irfan Cagirici, one of the leaders of the 
Islamic Movement Organization who was convicted, 
said that most of these assassinations were carried out 
at the command of Iranian diplomats using Iranian-
provided arms.8 In a report published on October 12, 
1995, the Turkish parliament’s Unknown Perpetrator 
Killings Investigation Commission provided compre-
hensive and detailed information about the Islamic 
Movement Organization and its connections with 
Iran.9 This report proved that radical Islamists in Tur-
key had failed, were becoming marginalized, and had 
therefore become subcontracted gangs working for 
Iran. 

Conservative Islamic Life in 
Southeastern Turkey 
Given the past failures of all other violent Turkish 
Islamist groups, the most important radical Islamist 
organization in Turkey today is undoubtedly HiT. 
A handful of Kurdish youngsters initiated the move-

4.	 Some examples of periodicals published by young Islamists between 1985 and 1990 follow: Adımlar, Ak-Doğuş, Bu Meydan, Davet, Dünya ve İslam, Girişim, 
İmza, İstiklal, Kalem, Kararlı Genç Adam, Kelime, Kitap Dergisi, Mektep, Mektup, Objektif, Oluş, Öfke, Son Karar, Şehadet, Tavır, Tevhid, Vahdet, Yazı.

5.	 For example, since 1985, Turkish Islamists have interviewed Lebanese Hizballah’s spiritual leader, Sayed Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah, several times and 
published many of his books in Turkish.

6.	 For biographies of Turkish Islamists who died in Afghanistan, see Mehmet Ali Tekin, Şehidlerimiz (Our martyrs), vol. 1 (Istanbul, 1999). 
7.	 In the early days of 2002, Operation Hope was filed against twenty-four individuals accused of perpetrating twenty-two actions that included the assas-

sinations of journalist Ugur Mumcu and Professors Bahriye Ucok, Muammer Aksoy, and Ahmet Taner Kislali, which resulted in three death-penalty 
decisions. The sentences of Ferhan Ozmen, Necdet Yuksel, and Rustu Aytufan were later changed to life imprisonment in solitary confinement, and the 
judges concluded that these individuals were affiliated with the Army of Jerusalem, a violent Islamist group.

8.	 Turkish Parliament, Unknown Perpetrator Killings Investigation Commission Report, October 12, 1995, pp. 73–80.
9.	 Ibid.
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ment at the end of the 1970s, and it was institutional-
ized immediately after the military coup of September 
12, 1980. Despite its past failures, which are discussed 
later in this study, HiT seems likely to become one of 
the key actors in Turkey, especially in the southeast. To 
better understand HiT and its founder, Huseyin Velio-
glu, we need to look at the religious history of south-
eastern Turkey. 

Unlike the rest of Turkey, which became pre-
dominantly Muslim between the eleventh and thir-
teenth centuries under the Seljuk Turks, the Kurds 
in southeastern Anatolia became Muslim much ear-
lier, under the Arab rule of Caliph Omar in the sev-
enth century. Moreover, while the Turks would later 
adopt the more liberal Hanafi school of Sunni Islam, 
many Kurds adopted the more conservative and 
orthodox Shafiite school.10 With time, many Kurds 
embraced a predominantly conservative understand-
ing of Islam. Subsequently, Kurdish revolts against 
central powers were influenced by certain religious 
tendencies. 

Geographically surrounded by Iranians and Arabs, 
the Kurds had significant exposure to Arabic and 
Persian. This position heightened the importance of 
madrasa (seminary) education, which became wide-
spread in the region. Furthermore, the arrival of the 
Sufi Naqshbandi and Qadiriyya orders increased the 
dynamism of the region’s Islamic identity and resulted 
in the development of a strong clergy class with titles 
such as sayyed, mele, and sheikh.

As is widely known, religious and tribal relations 
in southeastern Turkey are deeply interconnected 
and can lead to conflict. One conflict stems from the 
distinction between madrasa and order (tarikat) and 
therefore between mele and sheikh.11 The conten-
tion between the madrasa tradition (which stresses 
the importance of mind and devotion) and the order 

tradition (which emphasizes dreams, prophecy, and 
precognition of, as well as submitssion to, sheikhs) 
has caused major schisms in southeastern Turkey. For 
instance, the conservative influence of the mele can 
be observed predominantly in rural areas where cer-
emonies and basic religious education are provided 
by underground madrasas. 

Prior to HiT, only one Islamist organization existed 
among Turkey’s Kurds: Partiya Islamiya Kurdistan 
(PIK; Islamic Party of Kurdistan). This party is a prod-
uct of a violent intellectual trend initiated by the ulama 
in the wake of the raid on Saudi Arabia’s Hayf Mosque 
in Mina during the Muslim Hajj on December 11, 
1980. Two decisions were made during that period. The 
first dictated that it is a religious duty to declare jihad 
against the barbarian and tyrannical regimes reigning 
in the Islamic world. The second maintained that every 
Muslim has to work toward ensuring the sovereignty of 
Islamic rule. 

The founders of the PIK were Islamists of Kurd-
ish descent who originated in the Muslim Brother-
hood. Their founding manifesto was written by Said 
Havva,12 one of the founders of the Syrian Brother-
hood’s Kurdish branch. Born to a Kurdish family 
from Van’s Gevas district who later moved to Syria’s 
Qamishli region, Havva left the Brotherhood for the 
PIK. 

Many Kurdish Islamists followed suit. The organi-
zation started to engage in serious action only in 1990, 
when it began publishing a magazine in Germany 
called Cudi. Because the organization’s second sig-
nificant name after Said Havva was Muhammad Saleh 
Gaburi, a resident of Saudi Arabia, concerns were 
raised that the PIK was a Saudi proxy. Over time, the 
group experienced internal divisions and is now being 
run by a council of five individuals. Its current head is 
Sheikh Omar Garip. 

10.	 The Shafiite school of Sunni Islam, which was founded by Muhammad ibn Idris ash-Shafii (767–820), is especially known for its highly restrictive rules 
for women. The Shafiite school of thought disapproves discussions about religion and rejects any type of commentary. It is the closest to Shiite Islam 
among Sunni schools. Orhan Hancerlioglu, İslam İnançları Sözlüğü (Dictionary of Islamic beliefs) (Istanbul: Remzi, 1984).

11.	 Among Kurds, the head of a madrasa is called a mele (similar to mullah) and the head of a tarikat is a sheikh.
12.	 Said Havva was one of the leaders of a rebellion in Syria against the Asad regime in April 2, 1982. He died in Syria in 1989.
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Despite the fact that the PIK does not engage in signif-
icant operations in Turkey (or other places where Kurds 
reside), the group seems to provide political support to all 

13.	 The PIK and HiT developed at the same time, but the PIK launched itself first. The first article of the group’s bylaws states: “PIK’s foundations are based 
on the basics of the Islamic religion. Its purpose is to get closer to God Almighty and to be blessed by him.” The third article says: “The Muslim Kurdish 
people are a part of the whole Islamic community. And Muslim Kurdistan is a part of the Islamic world. Kurdistan is the geographic and historic home-
land of the Kurdish people. It encompasses the region that is mostly populated by Kurds.” Turkish Parliament, Unknown Perpetrator Killings Investiga-
tion Commission Report, pp. 109–110.

Islamist movements. Nevertheless, it did not take sides in 
the clash between the PKK and HiT in the 1990s. In fact, 
the PIK may arguably have distanced itself from HiT.13
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S y n o n y m o u s  w i t h�  Hizballah in Turkey is the 
name Huseyin Velioglu, its first leader. Born Huseyin 
Durmaz in 1952 in Batman’s Gercus district in south-
eastern Turkey, he changed his last name to Velioglu in 
1978.1 One of the most interesting points in Velioglu’s 
life story is that he, along with PKK founder Abdullah 
Ocalan, graduated from Ankara University’s Faculty 
of Political Science. (Although this faculty is the main 
source of civil servants, such as governors and public 
inspectors, the two famous Kurdish terrorist leaders 
who attended this school later became rivals, pursuing 
a very bloody war against each another.) Velioglu was 
a member of the National Turkish Student Union, a 
conservative Islamic organization, during his university 
years and later associated with Akincilar—an organiza-
tion of young National Salvation Party (MSP) sympa-
thizers, a party that produced many of Turkey’s later 
Islamist cadres, including many high-ranking members 
of the current Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
government. After failing his exams to become a dis-
trict governor, Velioglu returned to Batman and cre-
ated an Islamist circle. After achieving a certain level of 
prominence, these young Islamists moved their head-
quarters from Batman to Diyarbakir, the largest city in 
southeastern Turkey.

The movement organized in secrecy. Until 1987, its 
activities were limited to house meetings. Following 
the trend of other Islamic movements, Velioglu and 
his friends focused their activities around the Ilim (sci-
ence) bookstore and adopted its name, becoming Ilim-
ciler or the ilim group.

Between 1988 and 1990, HiT2 laid the foundations 
of jihad—religious violence in the name of Islam. Dur-
ing this period, Velioglu reportedly summarized his 

strategy as follows: “There should be no other move-
ments opposing the regime besides ours. Being the only 
alternative to the regime is a must in order to consoli-
date people’s opposition to the regime in one alterna-
tive. After becoming the only alternative, the reckoning 
will be between the regime and this one alternative.”3 

HiT’s War against the PKK
The Turkish public’s introduction to HiT at the end of 
1991 was the product of its conflict with the PKK—a 
conflict that Velioglu’s strategy may have produced. For 
the PKK—which until that time had itself driven away 
or physically eliminated many leftist, Kurdish, and 
Islamic groups in southeastern Turkey—HiT appeared 
to be either a formidable challenge or, more conspirato-
rially, a card used by the Turkish state against the PKK. 
Hence, the PKK decided to destroy HiT. The bulk of 
the PKK’s membership was convinced it could prevail 
against HiT, but the task was formidable. By position-
ing itself as an alternative to the Turkish state, which 
it considered taghuti, HiT functioned like the PKK. 
Likewise, it also sought to destroy all of its adversaries.

It was critical for HiT to show power in Diyarba-
kir first, because the city was considered the capital by 
both Islamic Kurdistan (HiT) and Marxist Kurdistan 
(PKK). In fact, between 1990 and 1993, Ilimciler had 
established safe havens around Ofis Street and down-
town Diyarbakir, while the PKK controlled the Baglar 
neighborhood and southern suburbs of the city.

HiT turned increasingly violent in its efforts to 
defeat the PKK and draw public support by appearing 
more hardline than the PKK. Attacks with butchers’ 
cleavers in schools and on the streets against people 
HiT believed were members or supporters of the PKK 

The Rise and Fall of HiT

1.	 By changing from Durmaz to Velioglu (son of a saint), he sought to adopt a more Islamic name. Another of Turkey’s famous radical Islamist leaders, 
Cemalettin Kaplan, followed a similar path, changing his last name from Kaplan to Hocaoglu (son of a hoca [Muslim prayer leader]) to add an Islamic 
connotation.

2.	 While Velioglu was alive, the members of the organization did not use the name “Hizballah” but rather referred to themselves as the “community” 
(cemaat). They did not really mind the “Hizballah-like” title or that others called them “Hizballah,” however, and actually started calling themselves that 
after the death of Velioglu. 

3.	 Because the organization did not produce any written propaganda or educational materials at that time, these words are not direct quotes of Velioglu but 
rather words that some of the arrested militants attributed to him.
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were common, as were early morning executions with 
a single shot to the back of a victim’s neck. During this 
period, HiT assaulted not only members and sympa-
thizers of the PKK but also members of leftist move-
ments and journalists in the region who “did not live 
according to the rules of Islam” or who were accused of 
theft, adultery, or prostitution. 

HiT established a principle of retaliating threefold 
against any attacks by the PKK, which it called Par-
tiye Kafirin Kurdistan (Kurdistan Infidel Party). The 
conflict, which raged between 1991 and 1995, reached 
its climax in 1993 when the PKK’s underestimation of 
HiT’s abilities became clear. An official PKK report 
pays tribute to the heavy losses it incurred, which 
exceeded its expectations: “In this time frame, both 
organizations lost almost 700 close sympathizers or 
militants. It is believed that 500 of these attacks were 
conducted by the outlawed Hizballah/Ilim organiza-
tion, while another 200 were executed by the terrorist 
PKK.”4 

As a bulwark against the PKK, HiT established 
itself in the important cities of Diyarbakir, Batman, 
and Mardin and became an influential power in vari-
ous neighborhoods. HiT’s dominance engendered a 
sense of fear in southeastern Turkey, causing scores 
of artisans, self-employed individuals, students, and 
teachers who were frightened by HiT’s attacks on 
civilians to flee to metropolitan parts of Turkey in the 
country’s west. The flight of its opposition only added 
to HiT’s strength. 

Internal Conflict
The clash between the PKK and HiT was brought to 
an end through the mediation efforts of Sheikh Osman 
and Ethem Barzani, the leaders of the Kurdistan Islamic 
Movement in Iraq and the Iraqi Kurdish Revolution-

ary Hizballah party, respectively.5 Soon after, however, 
an internecine conflict emerged between the Menzil 
and Ilimcis, two factions within HiT.6

Whereas the Menzil group was more open-minded, 
modern, intellectual, and flexible in its approach, the 
Ilimcis maintained a stance comparable to that of 
the Taliban, which focused exclusively on Islam and 
excoriated the outside world. Their strategy involved 
profiting from the PKK’s existence, initiating armed 
conflict, and taking advantage of the benefits afforded 
by Turkey’s democratic system, such as freedom of 
expression and organization. Jihad was to be executed 
by a few well-educated individuals. They had suffi-
cient resources to implement this strategy. Indeed, for 
the Ilimcis, the time was ripe to apply Muhammad’s 
strateg y of Islamic domination in Arabia, because 
“the low time in Mecca was over, and the powerful 
Hejira time of Medina had begun” (as quoted to the 
author). 

The Ilimcis believed that no action could be taken 
against the state until all individuals were ready to 
embrace “revolt.” In the meantime, state apparatuses 
were to be infiltrated for intelligence-gathering pur-
poses. 

Members of the Ilim group did not trust the imams’ 
and preachers’ interpretation of Islam. Therefore, they 
organized Islamic education and worship outside the 
mosque. In addition, mosques, which were technically 
under the control of the state but which the state could 
not sufficiently monitor, were generally used by these 
groups for the education of youngsters and for the 
organization’s activities. In southeastern Turkey, many 
clerics who opposed HiT’s activities were killed.

As quoted to the author in his discussions with the 
members of the group, the Menzil group’s views can be 
summarized as follows: 

4.	 Rusen Cakir, Derin Hizbullah (Hizballah goes deeper) (Istanbul: Metis, 2001), pp. 93–95.
5.	 The organization known as Kurdish Hizballah (Hizballahi Kurdi) was founded by Kurdish Islamists influenced by Iran’s Islamic Revolution and by 

Sheikh Muhammad Khaled, with the incitement and help of Iran. In 1988, one small group led by Ethem Barzani left this organization and founded a 
new one under the name “The (Leading) Revolutionary Kurdish Hizballah” (Hizballahi Kurdi Shorishger). Both organizations were said to be supported 
by Iran and to recruit their militants mostly in Kurdish refugee camps in Iran. Both organizations possess a small number of armed militants; they are 
rapidly becoming more marginalized in northern Iraq.

6.	 It is important to distinguish between the Menzil wing mentioned here and the Menzil order in Kahta, Adiyaman, in southeastern Turkey. The Adiyaman 
Menzil is a branch of the Naqshbandi sect, whereas HiT carries Nurist elements coming from Kurdish nationalism; that said, HiT does not belong to the 
Saidi Nursi order.
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Because Turkey is a secular state, and because its sys-
tem is not based on the sovereignty of Allah, it is a sin 
to perform prayers in mosques and to partake in other 
religious activities. Therefore, there can be no organi-
zation at mosques and masjids. In the Islamic move-
ment, gradualism is essential: one should remain loyal 
to the organization’s basic strategic stages of commu-
nication, invitation and jihad. First should come the 
first two states known as communication and invita-
tion, which constitute the stage of organization by 
spreading propaganda through the public. It is too 
early for jihad.

The Menzil group was also opposed to the idea of 
choosing between either the PKK or the state. It 
thought fighting the PKK would be more detrimental 
to its interests, given the PKK’s ability to actually hurt 
the HiT. 

Interestingly, for ideological and logistical reasons, 
both the Ilim and Menzil were on good terms with the 
Iranian regime. While the Menzil openly recognized 
Tehran’s authority and displayed strongly pro-Iranian 
behaviors, the Ilimcis tried to maintain a pro-Khomeini 
stance rather than a pro-Iranian one and attempted to 
distance themselves from Tehran. 

Whereas the Menzil group was more effective in urban 
centers, the Ilim group was concentrated in rural areas. 
Reciprocal killings took the lives of dozens of people on 
both sides. By killing Menzil leaders such as Fidan Gun-
gor and Mansur Guzelsoy, the Ilim group managed to 
increase its leverage and sap Menzil influence.

Emerging victorious from its armed struggle against 
Menzil, Ilim assumed the position of the region’s only 
radical Islamist group. Other Istanbul- or Ankara-
based radical Islamist groups watched the Ilim group 
in silence and fear. Thus far, HiT had been active 
among the Kurds in southeastern Turkey. After having 
defeated Menzil and encountered the PKK, neutral-
izing the latter in some enclaves, Ilim consolidated its 
power in the southeast. Its silence during this period 
demonstrated that peace had been profitable and that 
a strategic overture toward western Turkey—perhaps 
because more Kurds live in western parts of Turkey 
than in southeastern parts of the country—was in the 
works. Later events clarified that Ilim was reorganizing 
itself in cities in western Turkey with dense Kurdish 

populations, such as Istanbul, Izmir, Ankara, Adana, 
Mersin, and Konya. This opening to western Turkey 
from the southeast and expansion into the whole coun-
try proved fatal to HiT.

Crackdown: HiT Violence 
Comes Under the Spotlight
On January 17, 2000, the police raided a house in 
Istanbul’s Beykoz district, killing Huseyin Velioglu and 
arresting two of HiT’s other leaders. The documents 
that were seized implicated the organization in many 
kidnappings during which individuals were interro-
gated and tortured on tape and later executed. 

HiT’s failure to broadcast its activities as propaganda 
distinguishes it within the Turkish Islamic movement. 
Indeed, for the most part, HiT’s violence—which tar-
geted other Islamist groups—went unnoticed because 
such groups did not publicize this violence. In the 
eyes of the wider public, HiT seemed to target only 
the PKK, a development welcomed by the majority 
of the Kurdish Islamist community. As HiT began to 
target primarily Menzil and other Islamists, however, 
the situation changed. Some Islamists criticized HiT, 
calling it “Hizbalatrocity.” During this time, the group 
cut its ties with Istanbul-centered radical Islamists and 
forbade the circulation of their publications in south-
eastern Turkey.

The July 16, 1998, abduction of Konca Kuris, an 
Islamist feminist, was the first instance in which HiT 
aggressively confronted the Islamic community. Fol-
lowing her abduction, the Islamists did not lift a fin-
ger in response. As both an Islamist and feminist, she 
did not generate the type of sympathy that would have 
required the Islamist community to act; however, she 
quickly became popular in the media. That Kuris used 
to frequent HiT circles made this incident even more 
complex. Because the Islamists were reticent about 
confronting this fact, they spread rumors that the inci-
dent was driven by commercial rather than political 
motives. Some people even suggested a romantic affair 
might have driven the abduction. Ultimately, Kuris’s 
corpse and abduction tape were found, which impli-
cated HiT in the incident. Her meetings with foreign 
diplomats, including Americans, were used as a pretext 
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for her capture. The Islamists were not surprised by 
HiT’s role. Following her death, Kuris received wide 
accolades, but she is currently remembered by only a 
handful of feminists. 

After HiT abducted Izzettin Yildirim, the leader of 
a small Kurdish-Nurcu group, and his friends, HiT’s 
underestimation of the Kurdish response became clear. 
Indeed, this move marked the beginning of the end for 
HiT. Born in 1946 in Agri Patnos, Yildirim grew up in 
southeastern Turkey’s madrasas, where he founded the 
Zehra Foundation in the mid-1980s. This foundation 
sponsored Yeni Zemin, a pluralistic and liberal-minded 
Islamist monthly magazine published during the early 
1990s. Although this group was close to the Kurds, it 
distanced itself from the PKK and HiT, offering nei-
ther support nor opposition. Neverthless, Yildirim was 
widely known to condemn HiT’s attacks against the 
PKK and other Islamists. Yildirim’s concern with civil 
society, especially youths, surely bothered HiT. Yildir-
im’s abduction signaled that although HiT had elimi-
nated its radical Islamist adversaries, it was prepared 
to target moderate organizations, such as Yildirim’s 
group. 

HiT’s image was ruined when the Zehra Founda-
tion made the kidnapping of Yildirim and his friends 
public. Even though this move led HiT to execute 
Yildirim, it ended up tarnishing HiT’s reputation as 
a successful Islamist group fighting only the PKK. At 
least in Islamist circles, the Yildirim affair dissolved the 
compliance and submission that had been granted to 
HiT. When news of HiT’s brutal violence was circu-
lated around the country following the Beykoz opera-
tion, the Turkish public was deeply shocked. (This 
reaction is easy to forget, however, given that today’s 
Turkey seems to have forgotten that shock.) 

Approximately one year after the Beykoz operation, 
HiT assassinated Diyarbakir’s chief of police, Gaf-
far Okkan, and five of his bodyguards, as revenge for 
Velioglu’s death.7 Because Diyarbakir police forces had 

been masterminding and commanding all of the anti-
HiT operations, destroying large number of HiT cells 
in Diyarbakir, Okkan’s assassination was also a strate-
gic counterstrike by HiT.

Despite this loss, a second crackdown against HiT 
followed. Security forces chased and caught the perpe-
trators of the Okkan incident as well as the majority of 
the organization’s top leadership. Individuals who were 
thought to have any connection with HiT quickly 
filled prison cells, while many others fled the country. 

What Numbers Reveal about 
HiT’s Rise and Fall
In resolving complicated phenomena, small pieces of 
data can sometimes be helpful. The official numbers 
published by Turkey’s semi-official news agency, the 
Anatolia Agency (AA), can help provide clarity in 
understanding HiT. Although members of the orga-
nization were involved in only 5 incidents in 1991, 
records show that they were implicated in 149 inci-
dents in 1992, 345 in 1993, 366 in 1994, 59 in 1995, 
10 in 1996, 22 in 1997, 18 in 1998, and 28 in 1999. 
Other incidents are known to have been carried out 
by HiT, but their perpetrators were not identified as of 
2000. Records indicate 4 such incidents in 1991, 65 in 
1992, 180 in 1993, 182 in 1994, 8 in 1995, 3 in 1996, 
9 in 1997, 5 in 1998, and 22 in 1999. These numbers 
show that the organization’s activities clearly escalated 
between 1992 and 1996. 

Again according to the AA, the total number of 
operations conducted against the organization by the 
security forces were 22 in 1992, 42 in 1993, 52 in 1994, 
70 in 1995, 86 in 1996, 155 in 1997, 203 in 1998, and 
270 in 1999. As a result of these operations, the num-
ber of organization members detained was 80 in 1992, 
156 in 1993, 475 in 1994, 483 in 1995, 356 in 1996, 
524 in 1997, 900 in 1998, and 1,527 in 1999.8

During the years between 1992 and 1996, when 
HiT kidnapped, interrogated, mutilated, and mur-

7.	 Before Okkan’s death, the author went to Diyarbakir and met with him and his staff, as well as his “consultant” Abdulaziz Tunc, a former member of HiT. 
Okkan wanted to prepare a comprehensive file on HiT on the first anniversary of the Beykoz operation. He thought that HiT’s days had come to an end, 
and he was seeking the lion’s share of credit for himself in this success. The series of articles that the author prepared was published in the Turkish daily 
Cumhuriyet under the title “Hizballah on the Lurk.” The series had not yet come to an end when HiT’s militants killed Okkan and his five aides.

8.	 Cakir, Derin Hizbullah, pp. 75–78.
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dered individuals it thought were members of the 
PKK or the Menzil group, only 1,550 HiT members 
were arrested. In contrast, between 1997 and 1999, 
2,951 people were arrested. Unquestionably, this num-
ber went up in the year 2000, because 3,300 more 
people were arrested after January 17, 2000. As the 
data suggest, security forces countered HiT during the 
years it eliminated its adversaries, despite HiT’s ability 
to establish strong control over the streets in many of 
southeastern Turkey’s towns and provinces. But only 
after HiT ended its operations against the PKK and 
Menzil circles and entered a phase of “reconstruction” 
did security forces go after it more aggressively. As one 
police report says: “As activities declined with years, 
the number of operations increased,” and it elaborates: 
“The most important factor in this case was that the 
security forces were too busy with the PKK, which was 
operating in the region and was more of a serious threat 
than HiT in the years when Hizballah was founded.” 
In addition, the fact that HiT’s operational strategy 
was further underground than the PKK’s contributed 
to its growth. As of 1994, however, large operations 
began targeting this outlawed organization, and it was 

soon exposed. Following the operations that were con-
ducted based on the information obtained through the 
Beykoz operation—in which the police captured some 
computer discs and other documents and learned many 
HiT secrets—“the organization’s ability to strike was 
largely destroyed.”9 The elimination of HiT’s leader, 
Huseyin Velioglu, during the January 17, 2000, Beykoz 
operation provided the opportunity to purge the orga-
nization. Starting from that day through November 
2002, 1,763 operations were conducted against the 
organization and 4,957 people were taken into cus-
tody. Furthermore, in the operations conducted after 
the murder of Gaffar Okkan in January 2001, 113 more 
organization militants were detained. 

HiT retreated after this intensive crackdown. It 
stopped its armed attacks (at least temporarily) and 
entered a phase of serious internal confrontation. The 
U.S.-led post–September 11 “global war on terrorism” 
contributed to this abatement too. HiT did not want 
to be another target of international powers seeking 
to fight terrorist group. In addition, after 2002, HiT 
was able to obscure itself through Turkey’s preoccu-
pation with the PKK.

9.	 Ibid., p. 76, note 46. 
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T h e  c o n n e c t i o n  b et w e e n�  Iran and HiT has 
always been known and was first exposed through the 
confessions of a captured senior HiT militant, Abdu-
laziz Tunc—one of the group’s main archivists and an 
associate of Huseyin Velioglu. Tunc confessed that: 

In 1988, the leader of our community Huseyin Velioglu 
told me that a group of our community would receive 
military and political training in a neighboring coun-
try, and that I was to be a part of this group. In March 
1988, along with a number of individuals, we gathered 
in the house of Edip Gumus in Diyarbakir’s Iskanevleri 
district and decided to go to a country that we didn’t 
know. I was accompanied by Ahmet Seyitoglu, Ihsan 
Yesilirmak, and Osman Uslu from Batman; Hamit 
Yazgan, Nusrettin Guzel, and Zeki . . . from the Silvan 
district; Isa Ay from the Bismil district; and a man 
with a nickname Seyfullah and Necat . . . from Bingol. 
In May 1988, we were joined by Edip Gumus and left 
Diyarbakir for Van by splitting into two groups. . . . A 
community member named Omer . . . greeted us in Van. 
Again splitting into two groups, we got on Van’s Bas-
kale district shuttles and got off the bus 10 kilometers 
before the final destination and started to walk toward 
the Iranian border until we reached a village and were 
joined by an individual who was to guide us into it. We 
walked together to the Iranian village called Kelereshe. 
. . . In this village, we were turned over to a Republican 
Guard commander, an individual called Resul. . . . Later 
on, we came to Tehran via Urumiya, Salmas, and Tabriz. 
In Tehran we moved into a luxurious villa not far away 
from the Turkish embassy. Huseyin Velioglu also came 
here. After talking to us, he told us that he would stay 
with us during the training, and he did. In the politi-
cal training, Iranian authorities were providing us with 
very detailed explanations on the community, about 
becoming organized as a community, important ele-
ments of this process, keeping secrets in the commu-
nity, obedience, surveillance by an enemy, and counter-
surveillance. They were explaining these in Persian and 
our leader there, Huseyin Velioglu, was translating their 
words into Turkish. 

Tunc also described at length the political and military 
training HiT members received in Iran: 

We received political and military training for about 
a month there. As I said above, the political training 
was delivered by Iranian authorities, while for our 
military training, we first learned how to clean, load, 
and unload firearms such as the Kalashnikov, G3, G1 
and Browning, American Colt and Beretta. Again in 
the villa, Iranian authorities showed us how to make 
and use hand bombs and other explosive devices. 
Next, they took us to a mountain range near Tehran 
that I didn’t know the name of so that we practiced 
the theoretical military training that we had received 
here. . . . Here, during 20 days, Iranian authorities gave 
us training on missiles, shooting, explosive devices, 
and hand bombs. The hand bombs that we used there 
were called Narenci in Persian.1 

Iran then sent HiT members to Turkey, where they 
would put their training into action: “Following our 
political and military training here, we returned to 
Turkey following the same route. After carrying out 
activities for one year, again Huseyin Velioglu and 
Besir, code-name Edip Gumus, told me to get a pass-
port. I filed the necessary papers, went to the Siirt 
Police Department, and got a passport.”2 

Information and documents gathered after the 
Beykoz operation verified Tunc’s claims. For instance, 
the daily Hürriyet published pictures of Huseyin Velio-
glu, who participated in the Ten-Day Celebrations at 
the Dawn (commemorating the Islamic Revolution), 
organized in Iran. In one of the pictures, Velioglu 
posed with Iranian mullahs; in another photo, he was 
drinking tea on the floor with a group of militants. 
Velioglu, who stood out in a crowded group with his 
red bandana bearing the word “jihad,” allegedly joined 
the ceremony as a “foreign general staff.” The Persian 
document with Velioglu’s picture was also alleged to 

The Iranian Connection

1.	 Rusen Cakir, Derin Hizbullah (Hizballah goes deeper) (Istanbul: Metis, 2001), pp. 190–192 (English translation of the original Turkish text by Cemile 
Hacibeyoglu).

2.	 Ibid.
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be an ID card that Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence and 
National Security gives out to its agents.3 

Two days later, Hürriyet published another article 
with a headline attributed to Enver Kilicarslan, pur-
portedly the “community’s Iran Representative Mullah 
Enver.” The words read: “We obeyed Iran for 10 years 
and managed only to be subcontractors.” According to 
Hürriyet, Kilicarslan moved to a house in the Iranian 
city of Qom with his wife, Cahide Kilicarslan. The 
Persian document “Qom Region Housing Provision 
Agency” published by the newspaper shows the cou-
ple’s address as Huccetiye Madrasa/Qom. The number 
of the document is 67/24640.

Kilicarslan, one of the leading religious leaders of HiT 
from the Diyarbakir Silvan district, facilitated the orga-
nization’s relations with Iran and reported his “impres-
sions” through memos to Velioglu. A report entitled 
“On Relations with Iran, 1995” that was seized during 
operations contained the following striking evidence: 

After the revolution in Iran we felt delighted and 
sought ways of establishing relations with this coun-
try. We submitted ourselves to Iran for the sake of our 
responsibility to Islam. For almost 10 years we main-
tained steady relations with Iran. We met with the 
representatives of the Iranian intelligence community 
a few times a month in Ankara and once a year in Teh-
ran. However, despite our full faith in Iran, this coun-
try did not acknowledge that Hizballah is an Islamic 
community. Instead of treating us like an Islamic 
movement, they treated us more like intelligence and 
a subcontractor group.

According to another document leaked to the newspa-
per from the Turkish security forces, HiT’s leadership 
gave Tehran the following assurances: 

We are faithful to the Islamic Republic of Iran, to the 
Islamic revolution, and to your Supreme Leader. No 
movement can be more faithful than us in this matter. 

We are ready to execute each and every order that Iran 
will give to us, we are ready for your every demand 
and behest. We can create a movement in eastern and 
southeastern Turkey [in] Anatolia with tens of thou-
sands of staff based on the Islamic masses.4

In his testimony, another top leader of the organiza-
tion, Edip Gumus, who was captured in the same oper-
ation in which Velioglu was killed, denied close asso-
ciations with the regime, despite have traveled to Iran 
with Velioglu, Tunc, and others: “I haven’t gone to Iran 
illegally; I have gone there via legal means, as a tourist. 
. . . I’ve been there three times. . . . During my first visit I 
met with Velioglu. I met him at a place called Mako, 
in a bus, and we later went to Tehran.” In other testi-
mony given to the State Security Court in Diyarbakir, 
Gumus said: 

In the 1980s, I went to Iran . . . three times. . . . My pur-
pose was to study the Iranian revolution and to ana-
lyze the nature of the regime that I had heard of, and 
that I was a sympathizer of, to increase my knowledge 
and to compare views of the community. Since the 
organization had not yet established an ideology, my 
main goal was to compare the Iranian regime with 
the sharia order that I knew. I did not have any meet-
ings with any type of officials. When I passed from 
Dogubeyazit to Iran, I met with Huseyin Velioglu, 
whom I knew from before at a village called Mako 
near the border. We went together to Tehran, at that 
time there was no formation at the organization yet.

On the issue of HiT’s relations with Iran, in August 
1992, PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan claimed that HiT 
was not totally dependent on Iran: “It is clear that 
Hizballah wants to lean on Iran with one of its arms. 
It is wrong to say, however that is it totally dependent 
on Iran. . . . Perhaps Iran wanted to exert its influence 
as an ideological means of propagation; however, its 
position in this is not decisive. Perhaps they tried to 
use Iran.”5

3.	 Hürriyet (Istanbul), March 3, 2000.
4.	 Hürriyet (Istanbul), March 6, 2000.
5.	 Abdullah Ocalan, Oligarşik Cumhuriyet Gerçeği (The reality of the oligarchic republic) (Istanbul: Mem, 2001), pp. 23–24.
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S i x  y e a r s  h av e  pass   e d�  since the assassination of 
Diyarbakir police chief Gaffar Okkan, and HiT is back 
in action and possibly has been for some time. Because 
HiT currently operates legally, through existing associa-
tions and by publishing periodicals, it is significantly dif-
ferent from its former self. Although the Menzil group 
has disappeared, its vision has become dominant in HiT. 
The most striking example of its new strategy, which 
includes being more visible, was the February 12, 2006, 
gathering at Diyarbakir’s Istasyon Meydani (Station 
Square), where tens of thousands of people protested 
cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad in the “Respect 
to the Prophet” rally. The second example came dur-
ing another rally in Diyarbakir, dubbed “Love to the 
Prophet,” that took place on April 16, 2006. Given the 
attendance of tens of thousands, the demonstration was 
moved to Istasyon Meydani from the previously planned 
Ataturk Stadi (Ataturk Soccer Stadium).1 

Following these demonstrations, the Turkish pub-
lic had to confront its misperception that HiT had 
disappeared. Its resurgence was confirmed in a brief-
ing to a group of parliamentarians by the head of the 
National Intelligence Organization, Undersecretary 
Emre Taner: “Hizballah has remained silent for a long 
time. There are activities that signal its awakening. 
We are watching. They might soon want to raise their 
voices again.”2 Following this assessment, the National 
Security Council made a similar analysis in November 
2006 during a meeting that dealt with Hizballah. On 
December 21, 2006, the Associated Press issued a news 

story from Istanbul maintaining that Turkey was fac-
ing “terror threats from the Turkish Hizballah.”3 

A variety of Turkish media outlets similarly reported 
on HiT’s activities. ANKA Agency reported that Turk-
ish deputy chief of general staff Ergin Saygun received 
a report warning that “the organization had been pre-
paring to collect the skins of animals (sacrificed during 
the Feast of Sacrifice).”4 Meanwhile, Firat News Agency, 
which is known for its close relations with the PKK, 
published an article on December 26, 2006, claiming 
that “Hizballah is preparing for elections in Kurdish 
provinces.”5 This detailed news story argued that HiT 
had became “civilianized,” especially in the past two 
years, and had begun to raise funds and organize social 
activities through institutions, primarily through an 
association known as Mustazaflar Dernegi (Association 
of the Oppressed). The story outlined HiT’s short-term 
goals, such as participating in the next local elections 
with independent candidates, placing its members in a 
political party, participating in municipal elections, and 
starting a Diyarbakir-centered daily newspaper. 

A Conscious Change in Strategy
In my March 2001 book Derin Hizbullah,6 I noted 
that Huseyin Velioglu embodied the “beginning and 
the end of Hizballah” and that, following his death, 
the organization would not be able to evolve as it had 
previously. I also explored what a “second Hizballah” 
could look like. A little more than three years follow-
ing the publication of that book, I received the text of 

HiT Redux

1.	 Both demonstrations were jointly organized by some of the legal HiT affiliates in southeastern Turkey (whose membership levels have been growing 
rapidly), and HiT itself was also involved. The organization is also increasingly active in collecting the skins of animals sacrificed on Kurban Bayrami (a 
Muslim high holiday also known as Eid al-Adha in Arabic). Although Muslims who slaughter animals on this holiday are supposed to give away the meat 
and skin, HiT effectively collects the skins for free, selling them for cash to Turkey’s burgeoning leather industry. In addition, HiT has been arranging 
commemorations of Ayatollah Khomeini’s death. Overall, HiT’s activities seem to be occurring most frequently in such Turkish provinces as Diyarbakir, 
Van, Batman, and Bingol.

2.	 Samil Tayyar, Star (Istanbul), December 12, 2006. Available online (www.stargazete.com/index.asp?haberID=106654). 
3.	 “Kurdish Militant Group ‘Turkish Hezbollah’ Issuing Terror Threats,” International Herald Tribune Europe, December 21, 2006. Available online (www.

iht.com/articles/ap/2006/12/21/europe/EU_GEN_Turkey_Islamic_Terror.php). 
4.	 “Hizballah Wants to Possess Leather of Sacrified Animals,” Hürriyet (Istanbul), December 28, 2006. Available online (www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/ 

5688773.asp?m=1&gid=112&srid=3429&oid=4).
5.	 Sidar Boran, “Hizballah Prepares for the Elections in Kurdish Cities,” Firat News Agency, December 26, 2006. Available online (www.firatnews.com/

modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=18590).
6	 Rusen Cakir, Derin Hizbullah (Hizballah goes deeper) (Istanbul: Metis, 2001).
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a book by e-mail, purportedly authored by “I. Bagasi” 
and titled “Hizballah in Its Words and Important 
Aspects of the History of the Struggle.” The text traced 
HiT’s more than twenty-year history and contained 
important internal information and analyses. Through 
research, I discovered that “I. Bagasi” was actually Isa 
Altsoy—the individual known to have assumed Velio-
glu’s position—and that he was living in Germany. 

Although much had been written about HiT over 
the years, various criticisms and accusations had gone 
unanswered by the organization. In this regard, Altsoy’s 
book was the first response of its kind. The book con-
tains valuable information and commentaries regarding 
HiT’s origins, ideology, relationship with the Kurdish 
problem, conflict with both the PKK and the Menzil 
group, and view of the state. It also responds to numer-
ous accusations made against it over the years. 

The book consistently emphasizes HiT’s sympathy 
with the Iranian regime but denies an alliance with 
Tehran. It also maintains that HiT does not receive 
Iranian military or logistical support and that it does 
not carry out activities on behalf of Iran or its inter-
ests. Interestingly, in the book, members of HiT take 
responsibility for curbing the PKK’s influence in 
southeastern Turkey after a four-and-a-half-year con-
flict. HiT’s members say that, in particular, they have 
dealt deadly blows to the PKK’s militia, adding that, 
“Because of this conflict, the Turkish state managed to 
save itself from the crisis that it was in in this region.” 

HiT fiercely denies allegations that it is under direct 
(or indirect) control of the state. It goes on to reveal the 
names of various state intelligence agencies that want 
to control the organization. At one point, the book 
lashes out at JITEM (intelligence units connected to 
the Gendarmerie forces): 

JITEM, using elements that could pass for religious 
among the people, and therefore could connect with 
some of the members of the community’s lower 
level, had developed a plot and a destruction plan for 
the organization. They said that if the community 
wanted, with the help of some of the South Kurdistan 
(North Iraq) groups, they could have accommodated 
the community [HiT] here, enabling it to establish a 
camp where convicts and refugees could take shelter. 

They actually took this as an offer to the community. 
However, the community did not fall into this trap. 

Members of HiT claim to have saved the region’s 
Islamists from the PKK and to have contributed to the 
increased support for the Welfare Party (RP), the pre-
decessor of Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development 
Party (AKP). The book adds: “If the community had 
wanted, in all local and general elections carried out 
after 1993–1994, it could have nominated and made 
victorious any candidates that it desired. Nevertheless, 
it didn’t have relations with any of the political parties.” 

The book also has striking confessions about Fethul-
lah Gulen’s community, rooted in Turkey’s Islamist 
Nurcu movement. Altsoy points out that HiT’s leader, 
Huseyin Velioglu, also came from a Nurcu background 
and that HiT does not consider any of the followers of 
the Nurcu movement as its enemy. At the same time, 
the book notes: 

In the regional operations executed against the com-
munity, police officers connected to Fethullah Gulen’s 
community played important roles and have perpe-
trated cruel actions against the community. In order 
to urge the captured members of the community to 
confess, or to alienate them from it, they used their 
religiosity employing a variety of ways and tactics. We 
are guessing that the information that Mr. Gulen has 
acquired about our Community through these people 
is at least comparable to the amount of information 
the state has on us.

Of note, toward the end of the book, Altsoy refers to 
HiT’s relationship with Europe for the sake of self-pro-
tection: 

The Community is not a movement based on armed 
conflict. It has always used its right to self-defense. 
Particularly, there haven’t been any armed attacks 
outside of Turkey. The Community has a very large 
potential and a sympathetic base living in Europe. 
To this day, our community and this base have not 
carried out any sort of activity on European soil that 
could be qualified as an act of violence or terrorism. 
Our desire is that European countries do not remain 
under the influence of the one-sided misinformation 
and defamatory propaganda of the Turkish state and 
other adversaries. 
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The fact that HiT, which has avoided getting involved 
in legal propaganda activity for many years, is now 
making a public appearance, even looking at its past 
in a critical manner, and drawing public attention to 
itself is a sign of a very meaningful and radical change. 
Indeed, publications with a similar stance have prolif-
erated, and publishing houses have published poetry 
and novels based on the memoirs of HiT’s members.7 
Meanwhile, the organization’s members and sympa-
thizers in and outside Turkey have begun to commu-
nicate via the internet.8 Social networks among HiT 
members have also increased, with reports of interac-
tion between members at engagement and wedding 
ceremonies, and picnics in both southeastern Turkey 
and major Turkish and European cities. Institutions 
have also been created to facilitate contacts. 

These developments suggest that, unlike in the past, 
the new version of HiT wants neither to entrap itself 
in an all-out war with the state nor to get washed away 
by a spiral of violence. Nevertheless, given HiT’s his-
tory of atrocity and brutality, its full abandonment of 
violence is difficult to imagine. Indeed, members of 
HiT have not sincerely acknowledged their violence, 
either in “Hizballah in Its Words” or in other written 
publications. The members’ continued extolment of 
Huseyin Velioglu as the “martyr guide” lends credence 
to the organization’s respect for violence. 

The Possibility of an  
al-Qaeda Connection
HiT’s violent past has implicated the organization in both 
terrorism and a possible al-Qaeda connection. Indeed, it 
was no surprise that the two suicide attackers who blew 
up two synagogues in Istanbul on November 15, 2003, 
were from the HiT stronghold of Bingol. Although the 
media speculated that the incident was orchestrated by 
HiT, claims of responsibility proved false.9 

Political analysts, too, have hinted at a connec-
tion between HiT and al-Qaeda, suggesting that HiT 
might be a bridge between Europe and Iraq for foreign 
fighters.10 That Hizballah’s leaders in Europe may be 
facilitating the movement of al-Qaeda militants from 
around the world to cross into Iraq through Syria is 
another suggestion made by policy analysts. 

Through their internet statements, HiT members 
fiercely deny any connection with al-Qaeda. Also sig-
nificant is that their recent signature is “Hizballah Com-
munity, February 2005.” Whereas previously they called 
themselves a “community,” their use of the word “Hizbal-
lah” hints that they are comfortable with the reputation 
this name engenders. In a two-page memorandum titled 
“An Announcement to the Public Opinion,” a note reads: 
“The Hizballah community does not have any type of 
organizational, political, or operational relationship or 
cooperation with al-Qaeda.” In response to allegations lev-
eled against HiT regarding the November 2003 Istanbul 
attacks, it wrote: “If there really was such an intensive traf-
fic and connection network with al-Qaeda from Europe 
to the Middle East, then European countries would be 
able to see and reveal this before Turkey. European coun-
tries do not take these slanderous, false and misinforma-
tion-oriented allegations seriously; they don’t believe in 
these rumors and do not act according them.”

Although HiT’s entry into a relationship with al-
Qaeda in its post-Velioglu phase would be very danger-
ous, such a nexus seems tenuous. Drawing similarities 
between the radicalism of an Iranian Islamic Revolu-
tion–inspired HiT and that of al-Qaeda would be a 
serious mistake. No evidence suggests such a connec-
tion. If anything, one could argue that HiT’s course 
of action could be antithetical to al-Qaeda. Although 
HiT might possibly work with al-Qaeda operationally, 
one could also argue that a possible HiT disarmament 
makes tactical cooperation unlikely. 

7.	 A list of books is available online (www.kibo.com.tr/katalog/?otr=&is=204&ist=&un=2688&taze).
8.	 The most popular website is www.yesrip.com.
9.	 As a matter of fact, two of four al-Qaeda suicide bombers who attacked the British Consulate and the HSBC Bank’s headquarters were not of Kurdish 

origin. Besides, among fifty-one individuals who were captured in relation to the November 15–20, 2003, and March 9, 2004, attacks on the Masonic 
Lodge in Istanbul’s Kartal district, only five were of Anatolian background from southeastern Turkey. For more information, see “Kendi 11 Eylülünü 
Unutan Türkiye” (Turkey that forgot its own 9/11), FP Türkiye, May–June 2006. 

10.	 Soner Cagaptay and Emrullah Uslu, “Hizballah in Turkey Revives: Al-Qaeda’s Bridge between Europe and Iraq?” PolicyWatch no. 946 (Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, January 25, 2005). Available online (www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC05.php?CID=2240). 
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Understanding the “Second Hizballah”
Whether dubbed “Hizbalcontra” by PKK sympathiz-
ers, or “Hizbalatrocity” or “Hizbaldemon” by other 
Islamists, HiT has never been recognized as an inde-
pendent entity. The Turkish state issued a perhaps 
oversimplified assessment of the organization. Other 
group’s also misunderstood HiT’s roots, capabilities, 
and identity—including the PKK, which inaccurately 
viewed HiT as yet another leftist, Kurdish, or Islamic 
organization that could be eliminated with a few kill-
ings. Similarly, the Islamists were wrong in thinking 
that they had no role in supporting HiT. 

Understanding the “second Hizballah” requires 
an understanding of how, after such massive counter-
operations, the organization continues to survive and 
even thrive. First, Turkish security forces did not have 
a strategy aimed at destroying HiT’s organizational 
apparatus. Even after its intelligence archives were 
confiscated—archives that contain the names of thou-
sands of individuals—Turkish authorities did not take 
sweeping action to detain the majority of these individ-
uals. Those that were arrested actually benefited from 
an amnesty law called “Reinstatement into the Soci-
ety” and were discharged in July 2003. Although this 
law was originally intended to protect PKK members, 
it ended up benefiting HiT. Turkey’s preoccupation 

with countering the PKK is another reason its security 
forces were unable to embark on an annihilation strat-
egy against HiT. Moreover, the Turkish state under-
estimated HiT’s resurgence after it seriously wounded 
parts of the organization. 

The PKK’s gradual loss of power and influence, as 
seen through its frequent name changes, ceasefires, tar-
geting of tourist destinations, and “Let’s Save Abdul-
lah Ocalan” movement, has benefited HiT, as has the 
PKK’s political struggle with various Kurdish national-
ist parties, such as HEP (Halkin Emek Partisi), DEP 
(Demokrasi Partisi), HADEP (Halkin Demokrasi 
Partisi), DEHAP (Demokratik Halk Partisi), and 
DTP (Demokratik Toplum Partisi). While the PKK’s 
status has been declining, HiT has been developing 
projects to fight poverty and increase its social sta-
tus.11 AKP’s single-handed election victory has also 
smoothed things for HiT. AKP’s ascension to power 
has further legitimated various political interpreta-
tions of Islam and has created room for organizations 
like HiT to exist. Perhaps the most influential variable 
that aided HiT was the extreme radicalization of the 
post–September 11 Islamic world. Efforts undertaken 
by the AKP and other former Islamic organizations 
seeking to compete globally have actually increased the 
attractiveness of organizations such as HiT.

11.	 Saygi Ozturk, Hürriyet (Istanbul), April 16, 2007.
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F o u r  m a i n  e l e m e n t s�  define Hizballah in Tur-
key today: 

1. HiT is not a marginal or temporary terrorist 
organization. It still enjoys significant grassroots sup-
port that is sustained through its membership and 
sympathizers, despite past setbacks. HiT’s emergence 
in southeastern Turkey’s sensitive Islamic landscape, 
which grew in parallel to other Islamic movements 
across the world, helped the organization receive finan-
cial and moral support from Iran’s Islamic regime. It 
was also able to profit from the struggle between the 
PKK and the Turkish state. HiT’s thirty-year history 
of political activity has also been beneficial. Training, 
which continues even in prisons, allows HiT militants 
to mature in an unimpeded fashion, allowing the orga-
nization to sustain itself in spite of obstacles. 

2. HiT is an independent power. In the past, specu-
lation regarding its relations with other security and 
intelligence services prompted HiT to be viewed as a 
proxy. Indeed, a similar tendency exists today, given 
that, like many other illegal organizations, HiT has 
been infiltrated by some intelligence agencies or is in 
contact with others. Despite these misconceptions, 
HiT must be seen as an independent organization 
and assessed through its political, social, and cultural 
behavior. 

3. HiT is becoming an alternative to the PKK in 
southeastern Turkey. Developments in Iraq and in 
the region and the PKK’s stagnating political crisis 
have favored HiT’s emergence as an alternative to the 
PKK in southeastern Turkey, rivaling both the Turkish 
state and the PKK. 

4. HiT is an adaptive organization that constantly 
renews itself. Although the HiT of Huseyin Velio-
glu may color outside perceptions of the organization, 
reaction in accordance with the group’s new mode of 
action is vital.

HiT in Iraq and the Middle East
What are the likely links, if any, between HiT and groups 
and parties in Iraq and the rest of the Middle East? 
Like various other political movements in Turkey, HiT 
demonstrates unique characteristics. These include bor-
rowing from three fundamentalist ideological sources: 
Iran’s Islamic Revolution, that is, Ayatollah Khomeini; 
the Nurcu movement, that is, Said Nursi; and Salafism, 
that is, the Muslim Brotherhood, especially Said Havva, 
one of the movement’s Syrian leaders. In this regard, 
HiT cannot be considered a replica of any other foreign 
group. Moreover, its evolution from an intelligence and 
especially warlike organization to one that prioritizes 
operating through legal, media, and nongovernmental 
channels makes it difficult to easily classify.

An understanding of the complexity of the situation 
requires identifying which of the current groups in Iraq 
HiT is close to. The following is a list of options: 

n	 Massoud Barzani’s and Jalal Talabani’s Kurdish nation-
alist line

n	 Ansar al-Islam, which is both Kurdish and Islamist 
and has an alliance with al-Qaeda

n	 Other Islamist Kurds at peace with the Barzani-Tala-
bani line

n	 Sunni Arab Baathists

n	 Islamist Sunni Arabs

n	 Al-Qaeda

n	 Shiite Arab Islamists, namely the Mahdi Army (Muqtada 
al-Sadr), Dawa Party (Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani), and the 
Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq 
(SCIRI, Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim) 

It cannot be denied that HiT is opposed to the U.S. 
occupation of Iraq. Notwithstanding HiT’s tacit sup-

Conclusion
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port of almost all of the groups listed here, it does not 
seem to want to work with any of them. An investi-
gation into these relationships suggests the follow-
ing : HiT is most distant from Kurdish nationalism 
and Baathism, is closer to al-Qaeda and even closer to 
Islamic Kurds and Sunni Islamists, and demonstrates 
the most sympathy for Shiite groups because of their 
loyalty to the Iranian Islamic regime. 

HiT members who were close to Tehran under 
Velioglu have likely made contact with Iraqi Shiite 
refugees in Turkey and northern Iraq, namely SCIRI. 
Nevertheless, HiT’s position today is more analogous 
to that of Muqtada al-Sadr’s group than SCIRI because 
both groups rose through the support of the young 
poor and dispossessed. While al-Sadr benefits from 
the prestige of his father, Ayatollah Muhammad Sadeq 
al-Sadr, and his uncle, Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-
Sadr, who were assassinated by Saddam, HiT benefits 
from the similar martyrdom prestige of Huseyin Velio-
glu, who was killed by the Turkish police. A major 
difference and disadvantage for HiT is that it lacks a 
charismatic and populist leader like Muqtada al-Sadr. 
In this regard, HiT is similar to the Palestinian group 
Hamas, which, since the killing of Sheikh Ahmed Yas-
sin, has been run by a few people of equal hierarchical 
status. (Interestingly, in this regard, an analogy can be 
observed between the PKK and the Palestine Libera-
tion Organization [PLO], especially Fatah.) Much like 
HiT, which was born from the tradition of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, Hamas also enjoys good relations 
with Tehran and, like HiT, does not support al-Qaeda’s 
“global jihad.” 

Many similarities also exist between the post-Velio-
glu “second Hizballah” and its Lebanese namesake 
Hizballah (the Movement of the Disinherited, or 
Hareket-ul Mahrimun, founded in 1974 by Musa al-
Sadr in Lebanon). The two groups seem to have fol-
lowed similar paths. Lebanese Hizballah offered a 
young Shiite population a politicized Islamic identity 
along with social programs. In time, Hizballah gave 
birth to the “Amal” movement. After some time, sup-
porters of Iran left the movement and established their 
own group under the name of “Islamic Amal.” With 
time, this group, too, adopted the name of Hizballah 

and became one of the most influential political pow-
ers in Lebanon. 

An exhaustive analysis of the present and future 
of HiT would require scrutinizing Lebanon’s Hizbal-
lah, Hamas, Iraq’s Muqtada al-Sadr movement, and 
Afghanistan’s Taliban, in that order. All those organi-
zations emerged as second fiddles to violent national-
ist or traditionalist groups and remained so for a long 
time. Yet, with the exhaustion and degeneration of 
the main structures (leftist movements and Amal in 
Lebanon; Fatah and the PLO in Gaza and the West 
Bank; all of the traditional mujahedin organizations in 
Afghanistan; and SCIRI and Dawa in Iraq), these “sec-
ond fiddles” reached out to large audiences that viewed 
them as both fresh blood and the only hope. 

This state of exhaustion is partially present in south-
eastern Turkey (regarding the PKK) and throughout 
the rest of the country (regarding the AKP). That 
being the case, HiT has viable prospects for its future, 
especially given the regional implications of Iraq’s dis-
integration. HiT can become an influential power in 
southeastern Turkey in the mold of Lebanon’s Hizbal-
lah, Iraq’s Mahdi Army, and Hamas. 

How Can Turkey Counter 
the HiT Threat?
As HiT reestablishes its network and develops a power 
base, Turkey’s interests would be well served if it chose 
to counter HiT. In this regard, Turkish security offi-
cials should pay close attention to the transformation 
of HiT, including its use of media and other means of 
propaganda. 

Turkey should more effectively use its Directorate 
of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) to counter HiT. As a 
respected institution providing religious services and 
preaching a tolerant, Turkish version of Islam under 
state supervision, the Diyanet has succeeded in main-
taining an impressive firewall between a majority of 
Turks and Muslim fundamentalists. Mosques seem to 
be HiT’s main means of organization in southeastern 
Turkey. The Diyanet, however, is not well equipped 
to reach into rural southeastern Turkey, where, unlike 
the rest of the country, its imams and preachers are 
not all Diyanet-trained and certified. The Diyanet’s 
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service and activities in southeastern Turkey need to 
be increased in both quantity and quality. This action 
would entail the Diyanet’s appointing well-trained 
imams and preachers to mosques across southeastern 
Turkey, with access to full Diyanet facilities. Last but 
not least, the Diyanet, which is shaped by its character-
istics as a government agency, would have to be recast 
as a “creative Diyanet” that can counter the political 
appeal of HiT as well as the spiritual appeal of the 
many tarikat in southeastern Turkey and the rest of the 
country.

While focusing on HiT’s use of propaganda, Turk-
ish security officials should keep in mind that when it 
feels securely grounded, a now-docile HiT could turn 
violent. In this regard, a reminder to the public—espe-
cially in the Kurdish region of southeastern Turkey—of 
HiT’s brutal and gruesome tactics in the 1990s would 
be a helpful disincentive.

The U.S. Role
The rise of HiT would likely result in a less stable 
southeastern Turkey. The United States, however, 
should also be concerned about a possible network and 
future connections between HiT, al-Qaeda, and other 
radical groups, including Shiite groups in Iraq. Like 
southeastern Turkey, northern Iraq is also populated 
by mostly Shafiite and conservative Kurds who are 
more likely than other groups to support the ideology 
of HiT. Hence, the United States should closely moni-
tor Islamist activity among Iraqi Kurds, because such 
activity could cause problems for the United States in 
northern Iraq—one of the few Iraqi areas in which the 
United States is welcome. Indeed, although HiT poses 
a problem for Turkey, it could also further complicate 
the situation in Iraq as a whole. Immediate U.S.-Turk-
ish cooperation against this organization would seem 
prudent, before HiT rises from the ashes. 
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