
Turkish
Cypriots 
split over the 
rise of Islam 
NICOSIA: At over 60 meters high,
the four black-coned minarets of the
nearly completed Hala Sultan
mosque tower over the plain of
Mesaoria in the northern, Turkish
Cypriot part of ethnically divided
Cyprus. The imposing, Turkish-fund-
ed structure that’s believed to be the
largest mosque on the east
Mediterranean island will hold as
many as 3,000 worshippers beneath
its massive domes. It’s named after
Umm Haram, who legend says was a
relative of the Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) and who died in Cyprus after
falling off her mule during a 7th-cen-
tury Muslim military campaign.

But the construction of the huge
mosque has become emblematic of
fears held by some Turkish Cypriots
that a resurgence of the Islamic faith
is a direct assault on their long-held
secular way of life, and a means by
which Turkey can further expand
and entrench its control over all
facets of their 270,000-strong com-
munity. Religious leaders and educa-
tion authorities in the north counter
such talk as baseless fear-mongering
among a radically secular few. They
insist what’s happening is the
restoration of Islam at the core of
Turkish Cypriots’ collective identity,
as it was for centuries.

Leftist Turkish Cypriots have
long bemoaned Turkey’s high-hand-
ed ways with Turkish Cypriots,
especially after the island was split
in 1974 when Turkey invaded in the
wake of a coup by supporters of
union with Greece. But the issue has
again come to the fore after a prom-
ising round of talks with the majori-
ty Greek Cypriots to reach a reuni-
fication deal failed in the summer.
Only Turkey recognizes a Turkish
Cypriot declaration of independ-
ence. It keeps more than 35,000
troops in the north.

Apart from projecting the image
as the protector of Turkish-speak-
ing peoples, Turkey feels that it’s
earned the right to play an outsized
role in Turkish Cypriot affairs
because it bankrolls the north to the
tune of over 250 million euros ($290
million) annually. “Turkey follows the
policy of ‘I finance, you obey,’” says
Cemal Ozyigit, the leader of the
small, left-wing Communal
Democracy Party. Ozyigit and Sener
Elcil, the head of the 1,600-strong
primary school teachers’ union
KTOS, have been among the most
vocal critics of Turkey’s pervasive
and expanding influence in the
north. Both men say that in the past,
hard nationalism and militarism were
the traditional mechanisms of con-
trol. Now, they’ve been augmented
with religion.

“With the religious, Islamic gov-
ernment in Turkey, the Islamic
identity of Turkish Cypriots has
been questioned for the last
decade or more,” says Ozyigit.
“‘Are they Muslim enough? They
don’t practice, they don’t fast.’ And
now they’re trying to push this
change on us.” Elci l  says that
Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan is using Islam to consoli-
date his political control over the
north, as he has done in his own
country over 14 years of rule. He
says as many as 400 Imams have
been dispatched “acting like mis-
sionaries” to service mosques and
give lessons on the teachings of the
Quran, Islam’s holy book.

“We’re in danger now as a com-
munity because we’re under bom-
bardment of (the) Sunni faith,” Elcil
says, adding that Imams are direct-
ing their messages to young people
and especially children of mainland
Turks who settled in the north.
“Later on, they’re going to use these
people as political supporters of
their actions,” says Elcil. “If we’re
going like that, in 10 years ... religion
will be a conflict point in Cyprus
also.” Ozyigit says the children of
mainland Turks are being targeted
for religious education “to speed up
the change” toward a stricter adher-
ence to Islamic precepts and code
of conduct, unlike many Turkish
Cypriots whom he described as
“softer Muslims” who consume
alcohol - a practice Islam forbids.

“We have managed to resist this
change toward an Islamic character
but the question is how much longer
can Turkish Cypriot society resist
these changes being forced upon
it?” Elcil and Ozyigit say the Turkish
Cypriot education system has long
safeguarded the community’s secu-
lar identity. But recent moves by
Turkish Cypriot authorities have
given more weightto religious
instruction inside and outside of
schools, including the founding of
the north’s first theology school four
years ago.

Turkish Cypriot Education
Minister Ozdemir Berova says his
ministry is acting to meet a demand
from parents for religious education
for their children. He downplays

criticism as an exaggeration
grounded in a leftist ideology that
teachers trade union leaders can’t
see beyond. “As a government, we
believe that if a family wants their
children to have a religious educa-
tion, the best way is the education
that we give them which is under
supervision,” Berova says.  “We can
inspect and we can control religious
studies they’re receiving now.”

It’s that desire for religious edu-
cation among many Turkish
Cypriots that the leader of the
north’s religious affairs, Grand Mufti
Talip Atalay, says signals the com-
munity’s realignment with its true
Islamic character that was side-
tracked by Turkey’s internal politics
some 60 years ago. Atalay says the
historical record offers proof of
Turkish Cypriots’ strong embrace of
the Islamic faith. He says in 1949,
there were 300 mosques operating
all over Cyprus - 100 more than
now, to service five times as many
faithful. “What is happing here in
our country is not Islamization at
all,” says Atalay. “It is normalization.
For many decades, these rights have
been neglected or prevented from
the people who are demanding it,
and nowadays we’re trying to bring
it back to normal.”

Atalay denies that the views of
expressed by Elcil and Ozyigit rep-
resent those of the majority of
Turkish Cypriots. He says “anti-reli-
gious” ideologies that emerged from
Turkey’s politics of the 1960s have
engendered an unwarranted fear of
Islam. He says these leaders have
repeatedly spurned his calls to joint-
ly develop a religious education cur-
riculum that is in line with the
Turkish Cypriot way of life.
“Unfortunately, they have such a fear
of religion that they’re not prepared
to listen or to do anything progres-
sive. They’re completely against it.” 

Atalay insists Turkish Cypriots
have their own government and
institutions that cannot be con-
trolled by Turkey. He also bristles at
the suggestion that bolstering the
Islamic faith in the north will foment
more discord and conflict with
Orthodox Christian Greek Cypriots,
insisting the historical record
doesn’t bear this out. — AP 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Wednesday, November 15, 2017

7

BEIRUT: Lebanese politicians and bankers believe
Saudi Arabia intends to do to their country what it did
to Qatar - corral Arab allies into enforcing an economic
blockade unless its demands are met. Unlike Qatar, the
world’s biggest supplier of liquefied natural gas with a
population of just 300,000, Lebanon has neither the
natural nor financial resources to ride it out, and people
there are worried.

Up to 400,000 Lebanese work in the Gulf region,
and remittances flowing back into the country, estimat-
ed at between $7-8 bil-
lion a year, are a vital
source of cash to keep
the economy afloat and
the heavily-indebted
government functioning.
“These are serious
threats to the Lebanese
economy which is
already dire. If they cut
the transfer of remit-
tances, that will be a dis-
aster,” a senior Lebanese
official said. Those
threats came from Lebanon’s former prime minister,
Saad Al-Hariri, who resigned on Nov 4 in a shock
broadcast from Riyadh that Lebanese political leaders
have ascribed to pressure from the Saudis.

Hariri, an ally of Saudi Arabia, on Sunday warned of
possible Arab sanctions and a danger to the livelihoods
of hundreds of thousands of Lebanese living in the Gulf.
And he spelled out Saudi conditions for Lebanon to
avoid sanctions: Hezbollah, the Iran-backed group that is
Lebanon’s main political power and part of the ruling

coalition, must stop meddling in regional conflicts, par-
ticularly Yemen. According to a Lebanese source familiar
with Saudi thinking, Hariri’s interview “gave an indication
of what might be waiting for us if a real compromise is
not reached. The playbook is there in Qatar.”

Hariri’s resignation has thrust Lebanon to the centre
of an escalating rivalry between Sunni Saudi Arabia and
Shiite Iran.  The non-confrontational Saudi policy of the
past towards Lebanon has gone, analysts say, under the
new leadership of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman,

32-year-old son of King
Salman. He is now the de
facto ruler of the king-
dom, running its military,
political and economic
affairs. Whether Iran and
Hezbollah are willing to
make significant conces-
sions to Riyadh is doubt-
ful, sources said. “They
(Hezbollah) might make
some cosmetic conces-
sions, but they won’t sub-
mit to the Saudi condi-

tions,” a source familiar with Hezbollah thinking said.

‘Ball in Hezbollah’s court’
Lebanese analyst Sarkis Naoum said Riyadh wanted

Hariri to return to Lebanon and press President Michel
Aoun to open dialogue and address their conditions on
Hezbollah’s regional interventions. “They need to come
up with a position that will be satisfactory to the Saudis
... If the Saudis decide on sanctions they will do it,”
Naoum said. A source close to Hariri said he had “put

Fears for Lebanese economy if Saudi
Arabia imposes Qatar-style blockade 

Hariri delivers blunt message from Saudis to Lebanon

ZOUK MOSBEH, Lebanon: A poster of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri is seen on a
giant billboard that reads in Arabic ‘All of Lebanon is Saad Hariri’ on the highway of Zouk
Mosbeh, north of Beirut yesterday. — AFP 

the ball in the court of Aoun, Hezbollah and its allies, by
saying ‘business cannot continue as usual.’ “There was
no sugar-coating. The sanctions were spelled out clear-
ly. They want Lebanon to be disassociated from
Hezbollah”. Aoun has welcomed comments that the for-
mer premier planned to return home soon, palace
sources said on Monday.

Hezbollah, a movement with a heavily armed fighting
force in addition to seats in parliament and government, is

Iran’s spearhead in the region. Tehran’s Revolutionary
Guard looks to be trying to replicate it by building coali-
tions of militia groups in Iraq and Syria, according to
some analysts. The list of potential sanctions against
Lebanon, political sources there say, could include a ban
on flights, visas, exports and transfer of remittances.
Some of those have been imposed on Qatar, but that
blockade, initiated in June, has had limited effect on the
emirate so far, beyond driving it closer to Iran. — Reuters

Established 1961 

Photo shows the four minarets during construction works at the
Hala Sultan mosque outside of the divided capital Nicosia, in the
Turkish occupied northern part of the Island of Cyprus. — AP 

Sanctions may 
include ban on 

flights, exports, 
money transfers

Japan’s Koike 
steps down as 
head of party 
TOKYO: Tokyo Governor Yuriko Koike, once seen as a
possible first Japanese female prime minister, stepped
down as leader of her party yesterday after suffering a
crushing election defeat last month.  Vowing to do away
with “old politics,” the charismatic former television
anchorwoman launched a new party in September that
aspired to offer an alternative to the long-governing
Liberal Democratic Party and its leader Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe in the October 22 snap elections.

Her new “Party of Hope” fielded 235 candidates for
the poll but won a mere 50 seats while Abe’s ruling
coalition grabbed a two-thirds majority.  Koike’s support
imploded partially because she failed to stand herself in
the election-confusing voters who did not know who
would be premier if she won. In opinion polls conducted
by the Sankei Shimbun at the weekend, support for her
party dropped to 3.9 percent from 9.5 percent last

month, with more than 77 percent of respondents calling
on her to concentrate on her job as Tokyo governor.

“Stepping down as the head, I want to support you in
an appropriate capacity,” Koike told a party conference
after it selected its executive members. Koike said she
would stay within the party while focusing on her job as
governor of Tokyo, with the capital set to host the
Summer Olympics in 2020.  “I have finished my respon-
sibilities as the founder,” she told reporters.  “As gover-
nor I will put the metropolitan administration first and
cooperate with lawmakers of a reborn Party of Hope,”
she added.

‘Iron plate’ 
The 65-year-old was elected Tokyo governor last

year, one of several jobs the trailblazer has been the first
woman to fill.  She once complained that Japan has not
just a glass ceiling but an “iron plate” holding women
back. The creation of the “Party of Hope” sent shock-
waves through Japanese politics and caused the immedi-
ate implosion of the main opposition party, as scores of
members pinned their colors to the Koike mast. But crit-
ics attacked her both for lacking a clear policy platform
and for taking a dictatorial approach to the new party-
she reportedly forced potential members to sign a
pledge that was leaked to the media. — AFP


