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The Safety and Security of Religious Sites in Turkey: The Case of Hagia Sophia

The aim of this article is to evaluate the implications of Turkey’s decision to convert the Hagia
Sophia from a museum into a mosque, taking into account security issues and the impact of
this decision on the stability of the region. The research includes an analysis of the Turkish
authorities” actions and the reception of this change by both Turks and the international
community. The research conducted falls within the framework of security studies. The work
is based on press sources published in Turkish. In addition, field research and unstructured
interviews were conducted with Turkish and Greek scholars between 2020 and 2024. The
results of the research indicate that the decision to transform Hagia Sophia did not have a
significant impact on improving the security of the site. However, it has led to an exacerbation
of tensions between Turkey and Greece and other NATO members, which could have serious
implications for the functioning of the alliance.
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Introduction

Turkey, due to its geographical location, has been the place of birth and development of
many cultures and civilisations. From the time of the Hittites, through the ancient Greeks,
Romans and Byzantines, to the Seljuk and Ottoman Turks, each of these periods left a lasting
mark in the form of architectural monuments, works of art and elements of intangible cultural
heritage. For this reason, it is no coincidence that Turkey has one of the highest numbers of
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UNESCO World Heritage Sites in the world. As of 2024 there are 21 sites in the country,
including 19 with cultural heritage status and three with natural heritage status.

One of the most important world heritage sites located on Turkish territory is the Hagia
Sophia, which was inscribed on the UNESCO list in 1985 under reference number 356, and
is visited by about three million people every year. Its history is extremely complicated and
turbulent, as its religious architectural character and cultural functions have been changed many
times. And it even served as a centre of political thought in Turkey at one time. It has changed
its character and functions many times over the past thousand years.

It was built by the architects Anthemius of Tralles and Isidore of Miletus between 535
and 537 on behalf of the Byzantine emperor Justinian the Great. It was the coronation site
of emperors and the religious focal point of Constantinople. Its extensive enclosure was
destroyed in an earthquake in 558 and rebuilt in 562 by Isidore 11, Isidore’s nephew. The Hagia
Sophia fell into ruin in the late tenth century and underwent a major renovation between 989
and 996. After the Ottoman conquest of the city in 1453, it was converted into a mosque,
symbolising the change in religious and political dominance in the area. In 1934, as a result
of the secularisation reforms introduced by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the Hagia Sophia was
converted into a museum. In 2020, by decision of the Turkish government, the building
became a mosque again, which sparked a broad international debate on the protection of
cultural heritage and the role of religion in public life.

Aim

The aim of this article is to analyse the processes that affected the fate of the Hagia Sophia.
Special attention is given to the factors that influenced the decisions of the leaders of the
Republic of Turkey to change the status of the site. The article also focuses on the issue of the
preservation of the Hagia Sophia. In addition, the paper analyses the impact of the decision
to change the status of the site on Turkey’s relations with other countries, particularly Greece.
The article also considers the significance of the site in the context of international debates
regarding the protection of the UNESCO World Heritage Site and its role in shaping Turkey’s
contemporary identity.

Methodology

A qualitative research methodology was used to explain the issues in the article based on
numerous studies and the research expetience of the authors.! To this end, field research and
in-depth unstructured interviews with scholars in Turkey and Greece were conducted in 2020—
2024. The qualitative research included selected texts from two sources: press materials and
media speeches that reflected official political positions and the way they were presented in
the public space, and in some sense reflected public attitudes in both countries. However,
comparing the expressed opinions in Turkey from the past about giving the Hagia Sophia
the function of a museum and, in 2020, the function of a mosque, it can be hypothesised
that the public has always expressed enthusiasm for the process of change in line with the
government’s political line. In contrast, from the comparison of qualitative data in Greece,
it can be concluded that the public was in favour of giving the Hagia Sophia the function of

' HAMMERSLEY, M., ATKINSON, P. E#hnography: Principles in practice. London, 1995; KVALE, S. Doing Interviews.
London, 2007; BARBOUR, R. Doing Focus Groups. London, Sage Publications, 2007; GIBBS, G. Analysing Qualitative
Data. Sage Publications, London, 2007; SILVERMAN, D. Doing Qualitative Research. Sage Publications, London,
2005.
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a museum, but against returning it to the function of a mosque. The positions presented in
the qualitative data in both countries are justified from a cultural and political point of view,
and their distinctiveness is natural. The authorial team’ discourse on these positions formed
the basis for the final development of the article’s content in terms of cultural and religious
differences and the formation from a political and historical point of view of collective memory
and the formation of national identity in the context of the guaranteeing of legal, cultural and
substantive protection by the historical, architectural and conservation teams of the Hagia
Sophia site as the cultural heritage of humanity in the region regardless of the assigned cultural
ot religious function.

Literature

Contemporary research on the Hagia Sophia focuses primarily on the issue of its conversion,
analysing both the political aspects and the changes the building has undergone over the
centuries. These discussions cover a broad historical, cultural and social context, highlighting
the impact of political decisions on the status and function of the Hagia Sophia.” In contrast,
the issue of the protection and security of the Hagia Sophia site is relatively less frequently
addressed in international research. It represents an important area of interest primarily for
Turkish specialists, for whom this heritage is of particular importance. This research focuses
on the analysis of threats arising both from natural factors, such as earthquakes and erosion of
the site, and from intensive use of the site in the context of tourism and functional changes.
An example of such scholarly activity is the work of Yakar lgaz, Kaan Inang, Ece Sel, Gokberk
Tezer and Simanur Sahin entitled “Restoration work of Hagia Sophia Mosque” (Ayasofya Camii
restorasyon ¢aligmalart) focusing mainly on the reconstruction process of this historic building,
The authors analyse the impact of restoration efforts on the state of authenticity of the Hagia
Sophia, paying particular attention to the challenges of long-term structural maintenance and
adaptation to changing conditions of use.’

Another relevant study in this regard is the work of Selcen Coskun entitled “Problems
encountered in the application dimension in historic preservation in Turkey: The examples of
the Hagia Sophia Museum and the Fatth Mosque” (Ttrkiye’de Amtsal Yapilarin Korunmasinda
Uygulama Boyutunda Yasanan Sorunlar).* The author analyses the difficulties associated with
the practical implementation of heritage protection policies in Turkey, highlighting the specific
conservation challenges associated with the Hagia Sophia and other religious sites. The concept
of heritage preservation is also addressed by Fiisun Istanbullu Dinger and Suna Mugan Ertugrul
in their work on heritage preservation and the use of historic buildings for tourism in Istanbul

> BUDA SUJATIL, S., WAHYTU, I. The Change in the Hagia Sophia Museum by Erdogan: Historical Perspective and
Its Implications for Indonesian. In: Kodifikasia: Jurnal Penelitian Islam 14(2), 2020, pp. 325-338; DRESSLER, Markus.
The Reconversion of the Hagia Sophia: Silences and Unheard Voices. In: Journal of the Ottoman and Turkish Studies
Association 8, no. 1, 2021, pp. 209-213; ELDEM, E. The Reconversion of the Hagia Sophia into a Mosque: A His-
torian’s Perspective. In: Journal of the Ottoman and Turkish Studies Association, 8 (1), 2021, pp. 243-260; SARAGIH, H.,
WULANDARI, M., ISSUNDARI, S. The Power of Turkey Diplomacy in Transfer of Function of Hagia Sophia to
Be a Mosque. In: AJIS 6, no. 1, 2021.

> YAKAR, Hgaz INANC, Kaan, SEL, Ece, TEZER, G&kberk, SAHIN, Simanur. Ayasofya Camii restorasyon
calismalart. In: Biltkent University, Institutional Repository, 2018.

* COSKUN, Selcen. Tiurkiye’de Anitsal Yapilarin Korunmasinda Uygulama Boyutunda Yaganan Sorunlar. In: Aya-
sofya Miizesi ve Fatih Camii Ornekleri. Sanat Taribi Dergisi, 2019, 28(1), pp. 39-65.
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province.” The researchers analyse the impact of toutism on historic architectural buildings and
the challenges of adapting them to modern utilitarian functions.

It is also worth referring to Pinar Aykac’s article entitled “Contesting the Byzantine Past:
Four Hagia Sophias as Ideological Battlegrounds of Architectural Conservation in Turkey”.®
The author examines the role of the Hagia Sophia as a space where different historical and
political narratives clash, pointing out its importance as a symbol of Byzantine and Islamic
heritage. It should come as no surprise that the issue of preserving the Hagia Sophia is also
of interest to Greek researchers. Historically, they view the building as an integral part of
their cultural heritage, which is reflected in the numerous studies devoted to its preservation
and protection. One of the relevant studies in this area is a collective article by Antonia
Motropoulou, Asterios Bakolas, Maria Karoglou, Ekaterini Delegou, Kyriakos Labropoulos
and Nikolaos Katsiotis entitled “Diagnostics and protection of Hagia Sophia mosaics”.” The
authors used modern non-destructive techniques, such as Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR),
an infrared thermograph and a fibre optic microscope, to analyse the mosaics of the Hagia
Sophia’s southern upper gallery. The main objective of the survey was to determine the state
of preservation of the mosaics and previous conservation interventions, and to detect hidden
layers of mosaics underneath later applied layers of plaster. The study also demonstrated the
need for strategic planning for the conservation, protection and display of the mosaics and
proposed innovative technological solutions for the restoration and long-term protection of
the Hagia Sophia.

Originality

The added value of the article is that it is based on press materials that have not been used
in academic studies so far. This gives us a completely new perspective on a problem that has
been the subject of debate in the academic community for more than 100 years. Until now, the
vast majority of research on the Hagia Sophia has been based on an analysis of the literature
on the subject, while press articles from the secular republic period, which could provide
valuable information on the public reception of the decision to turn the Hagia Sophia into
a museum, have been relatively rarely taken into account. Relying solely on English-language
literature unfortunately does not provide a complete picture of the problem. In addition, there
are research limitations among scholars working within Turkish institutions, which mainly
consist of the need to represent a narrative that conforms to the government’s needs. This
self-censorship makes it impossible for researchers to present the problem fully objectively, and
their publications take on a propagandistic rather than scientific character.

Hagia Sophia in the Ottoman Empire

In the areas occupied by the Ottoman Empire, the authorities often pursued a policy of
Islamising Christian religious sites, adapting them for religious purposes. An example of such
transformation is the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. After the Ottomans captured the city

S DINCER, E 1., MUGAN ERTUGRAL, S. Economic impact of heritage tourism hotels in Istanbul. In: Journal of
Tourism Studies 14, 2003, 23-34.

¢ AYKC, Pnar. Contesting the Byzantine Past: Four Hagia Sophias as Ideological Battlegrounds of Architectural
Conservation in Turkey. In: Heritage & Society, 11(2), 2018, pp. 151-178.

" MOROPOULOU, Antonii, BAKOLASA, Asteriosa, KAROGLOU, Matii, DELEGOU, Ekaterini, LABROPOU-
LOSA, Kyriakosa, KATSIOTISA, Nikolaosa. Diagnostics and protection of Hagia Sophia mosaics. In: Journal of
Cultural Heritage 14(3), 2013, pp. 133-139.
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in 1453, Sultan Mehmed II ordered that this temple be converted into a mosque. As part of
this adaptation, Christian symbols such as mosaics and frescoes depicting religious figures were
removed or covered with layers of plaster in accordance with Islamic principles. The building
also required significant renovation work and structural reinforcement. At a key moment in
the modernisation process, in the sixteenth century, a prominent Ottoman architect, probably
of Greek origin, Mimar Sinan, played a major role. He took charge of protecting the Hagia
Sophia from the effects of earthquakes, which posed a serious major threat to the structure. To
strengthen the structure, Sinan added massive buttresses and modernised the foundations. He
also introduced structural engineering solutions to make the building more resistant to seismic
shocks. Moreover, to ensure better exposure and functionality of the building, the Ottoman
architect ordered the removal of redundant buildings surrounding the Hagia Sofia and the
cleanup of the area around it. During this work, new minarets were also built, including the
one that survives today and stands against one of the building’s supporting walls. As a result of
Sinan’s efforts, the Hagia Sophia was not only adapted to function as a mosque, but was also
effectively protected from further deterioration.”

However, the Ottomans did not everywhere seek to convert the religious facilities of
Christian communities, including Greek Orthodox churches. Orthodox facilities were allowed to
function, but they could not dominate the architectural landscape of cities. The most important
element of urban space was to be mosques, which symbolised the dominance of Islam and the
political power of the empire. Accordingly, religious buildings of Orthodox communities had to
be modest, devoid of distinctive tall bell towers and other elements that could attract attention.
Catholic churches, however, suffered a different fate. Ottoman authorities often liquidated
them or converted them into mosques. The main reason for this action was the rivalry with
Venice and political tensions with the Catholic states of Europe at the time. Catholics were
seen as a potential threat to the stability of the state, unlike Orthodox communities, which
were more established in the structure of the empire and were not considered as much of a
political threat.

Hagia Sophia in the Republic of Turkey

After the establishment of the Turkish Republic, under the provisions of the Lausanne
Treaty of 1923, a forced exchange of populations took place between Turkey and Greece. As a
result of this process, within a few years the Greek population almost completely disappeared
from Anatolia, remaining only in Istanbul, the Princes’ Islands, Imbros (Gokgeada) and
Tenedos (Bozcaada). Since then, many religious buildings abandoned by the Greeks have been
converted into mosques or used for economic purposes. The exceptions were the buildings in
the areas that were excluded from the population exchange. In these areas, the churches were to
be protected and could function without obstacles, which resulted from Turkey’s international
obligations regarding the protection of cultural heritage and the religious freedom of the
Greek minority.’

However, a completely different fate befell the Hagia Sophia. In 1934, unexpectedly, the
founder of the new secular Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, decided to rename it a
museum (the official opening taking place in 1935). Since then, the Hagia Sophia Museum has

8Tarihi Tetkikler. In: I Posta. January 23,1939, p. 14, https:/ /www.gastearsivi.com/gazete/son_posta/1939-01-23/14.
? Ayayorgide Bir Gece Panayirt. 3000 Rum Adanin Tepesinde Geceledi. In: Son Posta, September 28, 1934, p. 8, www.
gastearsivi.com/gazete/son_posta/1934-09-28/8.
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housed rich collections of Byzantine and Ottoman heritage, as well as ancient monuments."
The decision was widely reported in the Turkish press and received with enthusiasm." The
headlines of Istanbul newspapers such as Zaman, 1 akit and Cumburiyet were dominated by
voices of pride and satisfaction at giving Hagia Sophia “the honour it deserves as a museum, a
symbol of intercultural dialogue and religious tolerance.'” An article published in 1939 described
Hagia Sophia as “the most magnificent work of Byzantine art not only in Istanbul but in all the
countries where the Byzantine Empire dominated”, emphasising its importance as a piece of
global cultural heritage."”

The decision to turn the Hagia Sophia into a museum seems to be closely related to the
Turkish Republic’s policy of rapid reconstruction of the country. Turkey had been much
destroyed during the war and its operation required large amounts of capital. Therefore, it
seems that the decision to change the cultural function of the Hagia Sophia from a mosque
into a museum may have resulted from the practical approach of the Turkish authorities and
the emphasis on secularisation of social life at the time. The involvement of Western countries
in protecting the creation and maintenance of the museum status of Hagia Sophia was to help
protect the site from the devastation of those of its architectural and cultural elements and
artifacts hidden under the plaster, which, due to their religious function, were not exposed.
From the point of view of world heritage, it was and is important to bring closer and show the
overall process resulting from cultural changes at the Hagia Sophia regardless of the type of
religious preference.

It also seems that the new authorities, in making this decision, wanted to demonstrate their
modernity and distance themselves from religious influence in politics, which was also intended
to send a signal to the international community, especially European countries. Journalist
Burhan Asaf in the pages of the newspaper Hakimiyeti Milliye in the September 9, 1934 issue
entitled “Hagia Sophia Museum” explained it as follows: “By the Christian West, until recently,
it has been used as an object of demagoguery of bigotry that would have been appropriate
only in the Piere 'Hermite (Crusade) era. The mentality that cannot tolerate the Hagia Sophia
as a place of worship under the crescent is the same as the mentality that forces Christians to
murder each other for the sake of the square metres of the Kamame Church in Jerusalem:
Christian bigotry, priestly bigotry!”!*

Another important factor that may also have influenced the decision to turn the Hagia
Sophia into a museum was the need to show the new regimes superiority to that of the
Ottoman period. Press studies emphasised that previous governments had not carried out
systematic efforts to protect and display monuments. The republican government presented
itself as more aware of the value of historical heritage and capable of protecting it and making
it available to the public in a manner consistent with modern museum standards. This issue
is addressed by Selahaddin Kandemir in his article “Archaeology and the Republic of Turkey:

1 OZAKINCI, Cengiz. Ayasofya ve Atatiitk. In: Veryansinty, July 14, 2020, https:/ /wwwveryansintv.com/yazar/
cengiz-ozakinci/kose-yazisi/ayasofya-ve-ataturk.

" Bizans oyunu. In: Mili Gagete, November 12, 2014, https://www.gastearsivi.com/gazete/milli_
gazete/2014-11-12/1.

' Ibidem.

1 Ayasofya muzesi. In: Aksam. January 28,1935, pp. 1, 4, https:/ /www.gastearsivi.com/gazete/aksam/1935-01-28/1;
OZAKINCI, Cengiz. Ayasofya ve Atatiirk. In: Veryansinty, March 2, 1920, https:/ /www.veryansintv.com/yazar/
cengiz-ozakinci/kose-yazisi/ayasofya-ve-ataturk.

" Muzea Ayasofyi. In: Hakinuyeti Milliye. September 9, 1934, p. 3, https://www.gastearsivi.com/gazete/hakimiye-
ti_milliye/1934-09-09/3.
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Museum Studies”, in which he notes that the republican authorities deliberately contrasted
their cultural policies with the neglect of the Ottoman period. As he stated: “The Republican
government, appreciating the immeasurable value of these treasures, decided to put an end to
the inexcusable neglect during the Ottoman Empire”."

In this context, the decision to establish a museum in a place as symbolic as the Hagia
Sophia was intended not only to emphasise the secular and modernising nature of the new
state, but also to build a narrative of modern Turkey as the heir and caretaker of Anatolia’s
centuries-old heritage, in contrast to the Ottomans, whose rule was portrayed as a period of

neglect in terms of historic preservation:

“Our historical monuments defied the government of the Republic as a great matter not
only for our national history, but also for world history and art. Many of the thousands
of works of art scattered throughout the country, which had historical and artistic values

other than architectural, were to be demolished ot required general repairs”.'s

However, not everyone was so enthusiastic about the decision to transform the Hagia
Sophia into a museum. The adoption of such radical solutions must have certainly caused
great surprise in Turkish society, because it still perceived this change as an attempt to impose
a secular character of the state at the expense of religious tradition. This criticism stemmed
mainly from the fact that the Hagia Sophia had been a symbol of Islamic domination and
spirituality for centuries, and its secularisation was perceived as a violation of Turkey’s historical
and religious heritage. The first opposition to this decision appeared in the press only in 1952.
It describes a brochure prepared by the Istanbul Branch of the Turkish Nationalist Association.
It stated that:

The transformation of a building in which people have worshiped God for centuries into
a museum is both a violation of the human spirit and the most degrading treatment of
this object. It is above all the duty of humanity to become aware of this evil and to correct
it. The significance of the conquest of Istanbul, which opened a new era, is symbolised by
the Hagia Sophia. The Hagia Sophia Mosque is a magnificent reflection of Turkish power
and victory. The significance of the Hagia Sophia Mosque is that Istanbul is Turkish and
will remain Turkish. To tear the Hagia Sophia out of the heart of Muslim Turkish Istanbul
and attribute it to Byzantium is an injustice and cruelty, which throughout its history has

respected truth and tolerance for the weakest."”

A similar protest against Atatiirk’s decision was expressed in the same year by Osman Yiiksel
Serdengecti, one of the students of the Muslim cleric Said Nursi. In his article entitled “Hagia
Sophia” published in the magazine Serdengecti, he attacked those who had turned the temple
into a museum. For this article, Serdengecti was tried and imprisoned. Efforts to transform
the Hagia Sophia from a museum into a mosque also intensified noticeably in 1964, when the

1% Ibidem.
1 Ibidem.
17 Ayasofya muzesi. In: Aksam. April 21, 1952, p. 3, https:/ /www.gastearsivi.com/gazete/aksam/1952-04-21/3.
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massacres of Turks began in Cyprus, and in 1965, when demonstrations began to be organised
against the Republic of Turkey, accusing it of the Armenian genocide."

Hagia Sophia as a Museum

After the Hagia Sophia was converted into a museum, its condition improved dramatically.
Extensive renovation work was carried out thanks to the involvement of Western specialists. In
the years 1931-1949, an American conservation team from the Byzantine Institute of America,
led by Thomas Whittemore, worked on the restoration of the mosaics. Their work allowed the
uncovering and preservation of numerous Byzantine mosaics depicting Jesus, Mary, Byzantine
emperors and religious scenes. In addition to Whittemore’s team, conservators from Italy
and France were also involved in the work on the Hagia Sophia. Among them were experts
from the Institute for the Conservation of Monuments in Rome, who worked together with
Turkish specialists to preserve these very valuable works of art. In addition to the mosaics, the
conservators also stabilised the structure of the building, which had suffered from earthquakes
and erosion. Since then, the Hagia Sophia has become one of the most important museum
monuments in the world. In the 1950s and 1960s, with the development of mass tourism, the
number of foreign tourists visiting increased significantly. It was one of the most visited places
in Turkey, along with Topkapi Palace and the Blue Mosque. The prestige of the Hagia Sophia
increased even further after it was included on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1985."

To sum up, the museum period of the Hagia Sophia, which lasted from 1935, was one of
the most important periods in the history of the monument. Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s decision
to turn the temple into a museum was intended to symbolically break with its religious past
and emphasise the secular, modernising character of the new Turkish Republic. The Hagia
Sophia was a space that bridged diverse cultural and historical layers, providing a place for
dialogue between East and West. This period contributed to the protection and restoration
of the valuable Byzantine mosaics, which had remained covered under a layer of plaster for
centuries. The conservation work, carried out mainly by American and European specialists,
made it possible to uncover numerous religious and historical representations. This process not
only saved priceless works of art from destruction, but also allowed them to be made available
to the public. The Hagia Sophia then became a unique museum in which both Christian and
Islamic elements harmoniously coexisted. However, it should be noted that opinions on this
period are divided. Among Greek scholars concerned with the preservation of religious sites,
the prevailing view is that the conversion of Hagia Sophia into a museum contributed to the
preservation and protection of the site’s cultural heritage. A similar position is held by Turkish
scholars in favour of the secular state, who consider the decision symbolic in the maintenance
of the secular character of the Republic of Turkey. In contrast, Turkish circles, mainly religious,
with ties to the government claim that the operation of the Hagia Sophia as a museum restricted
religious freedom.”

18 OZAKINCI, Cengiz. Ayasofya ve Atatiitk. In: Veryansinty, July 14, 2020, https:/ /wwwveryansintv.com/yazar/
cengiz-ozakinci/kose-yazisi/ayasofya-ve-ataturk.

1 SANDERSON, S. Mixed teactions as Turkey installs imam at Hagia Sophia. In: Deutsche Welle, July 11, 2016,
https:/ /www.dw.com/en/hagia-sophia-imam-part-of-erdogans-islamization-drive /a-36299221.

% The opinion is based on qualitative interviews conducted with university representatives. These interviews were
conducted with 20 respondents, who were representatives of Turkish and Greek universities from universities such
as Istanbul University, Canakkale Onsekiz Mart University, Hacettepe University, Middle East Technical University
(METU), Panteion University and the National and Kapodistrian University of Athens.
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Ayasofya miizesi

teksi kapisidir. Siva kisimlar ta- | gundan biiyiik bir kismt camilere
mir edilince Alemdar caddesinde- | verilmis ve en degerlileri tiirk -
ki biiyitk kap: giris yeri yapila- | islam eserleri miizesine kaldirile
caktir, Ayasofya'nin igindeki bii- | mugtar, %

Maze olan Ayasofya’nm bir géeinilll

Fig. 1: One of the first articles published in the newspaper Ulus Gagetesi informing the public opinion
in Turkey about the opening of the Hagia Sophia Museum. Source: Ayasofya miizesi yarin aciliyor

(February 1, 1935). In: Ulus Gazetesi. p. 1. https:/ /www.gasteatsivi.com/gazete/ulus/1935-02-01/1.

Justice and Development Party toward Hagia Sophia

After the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) came to power
in 2002, it initiated significant changes in Turkey’s historical and religious policies, including its
approach to the status of the Hagia Sophia. The final decision to convert the Hagia Sophia back
into a mosque was made in 2020. The Turkish Council of State (Danistay) invalidated a 1934
Council of Ministers decree on the grounds that its contents contradicted Turkey’s Law on
Foundations. The ruling pointed out that the Hagia Sophia, as a waqf (foundation) established
by Sultan Mehmet II after the conquest of Constantinople in 1453 as a mosque, should retain
its original status as an object of Islamic worship. Shortly after the verdict, President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan signed a decree officially restoring the Hagia Sophia’s function as a mosque. On
July 24, 2020, after 86 years of operation as a museum, the Hagia Sophia hosted its first Muslim
prayers, attended by thousands of worshippers, including President Erdogan. The event was
widely broadcast in the media and portrayed as a symbolic victory for the conservative vision
of the state.

The change in the status of the Hagia Sophia was received extremely positively by supporters
of the ruling party. Support for turning the Hagia Sophia into a place of religious worship was
distributed as follows: 90% of AKP and nationalist National Action Party (Milliyet¢ci Hareket
Partisi, MHP) members supported turning the museum into a mosque, while up to 70% of
Good Party (Iyi Parti, IYT) supporters and 40% of Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk

89



J. Dworzecki et al.: The Safety and Security of Religious Sites in Turkey: The Case of Hagia Sophia

Partisi, CHP) supporters were in favour of the decision.” Muslim countries such as Pakistan,
Iran, Malaysia, Indonesia, Azerbaijan and some Arab countries were also supportive of the
Turkish president’s decision. Western countries, on the other hand, expressed strong opposition
to the change. The European Union expressed disappointment with the decision of the Turkish
authorities, emphasising that the Hagia Sophia, a museum, was a symbol of interreligious and
intercultural dialogue and tolerance. A similar position was taken by the United States, which
expressed “disappointment” with the decision of the Turkish authorities in Ankara, noting
that Turkey should respect the multi-religious nature of the Hagia Sophia and its value as a
UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Vatican, maintaining a balanced position, expressed regret
in connection with this decision. France, Great Britain and Germany expressed concern, but at
the same time emphasised that it was Turkey’s sovereign decision. In turn, UNESCO expressed
fears that changing the function of the building could affect its historical value and accessibility
for tourists. Russia also expressed “deep concern” in connection with this decision.

However, Greece was the most critical of Erdogan’s decision. Prime Minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis called the decision “a provocation to the civilised world”, and the Greek Foreign
Ministry described it as “an open insult to civilisation”. Patriarch Kirill described it as “a blow
to Orthodoxy”. The decision also sparked mass protests in Greece, including church bells
in Athens being rung as a sign of mourning, There were also reports of violence against
members of the Muslim minority in Thrace, and even a general wave of hostility toward
Muslim immigrants and refugees, who are in some political quarters considered a potential
threat to Greece’s security. The entire situation has created a security risk. In Thessaloniki, a
Turkish flag was burned in protest at the change in the function of the Hagia Sophia, to which
Turkey responded by sharply criticising the Greek authorities. Incidents also occurred in the
Greek city of Trikala. According to media reports, a group of unidentified people attacked a
sixteenth-century mosque dating back to the Ottoman period.”

One of the main reasons for the Turkish president’s decision was the desire to restore
Ottoman traditions and Islamic values in Turkey. The AKP authorities, referring to the past,
gradually sought to revise the decisions made during the Kemalist reforms. As part of this
strategy, the secularising legacy of Mustafa Kemal Atattirk was gradually abandoned, which was
reflected in decisions regarding monuments of significant symbolic weight, such as the Hagia
Sophia. This decision was also intended to strengthen Erdogan’s position in a country that
was struggling with serious economic problems. The aim was also to strengthen anti-Western
sentiments and a sense of threat from the broadly understood West, and in particular the
Greeks, who were presented as modern Byzantines. This view was expressed, among others,
by President Erdogan in May 2022: “Just as our ancestors buried Byzantium, let us hope that
today, while building our vision for 2053, we will also manage to place in the time warp of
history the current Byzantines who are plotting against us”.* In turn, the spokesman for the
Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Hami Aksoy, stated that Greece had once again expressed
its hostility towards Islam and Turkey, under the pretext of reacting to the reopening of the

2 AK Partiden Ayasofya anketi. In: Indyturk. June 16, 2020, https://www.indyturk.com/node/196821/habet/
ak-parti%E2%80%99den-ayasofya-anketi.

2 Turkey blasts Greece over reactions to reopening Hagia Sophia for worship. In: Daily Sababh, July 25, 2020, https://
www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/ turkey-blasts-greece-over-reactions-to-reopening-hagia-sophia-for-wor-
ship.

# 16th-century Ottoman mosque vandalized in Greece. In: Daily Sabah, August 5, 2020, https:/ /www.dailysabah.
com/politics/16th-century-ottoman-mosque-vandalized-in-grecce/news.
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Great Mosque of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul to Muslims:

The spoiled children of Europe who cannot come to terms with the reopening of iconic
architecture in the form of a mosque are raving again.... These racist people who have
not drawn the right conclusions from history, those who do not respect our magnificent
flag, should remember their fate in the Aegean.... Greece should from now on wake up
from the Byzantine sleep from which it has not been able to wake up for 567 years and

get tid of the frustration resulting from it

; . Lo N L W 8
Fig. 2: Muslims praying in front of the Hagia Sophia after the Turkish authorities’ decision to restore
its mosque status. Soutce: Sezet M. (July 11, 2016). In: A/ Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/

features/2020/7/11/erdogan-rejects-global-criticism-over-hagia-sophia-decision

Security Status After the Transformation of the Hagia Sophia into a Mosque

After the transformation of the Hagia Sophia from a museum into a mosque, the security
status of the building did not change significantly. The Turkish authorities decided to move
the museum exhibits mainly to the Topkapt Palace Museum and the Istanbul Archaeology
Museum. On the other hand, the Byzantine mosaics and frescoes in the mosque depicting
Christian figures (e.g. Christ Pantocrator and the Virgin Mary) were not removed or destroyed,
but are covered during prayers, in accordance with the principles of Islam. However, some
information elements typical of a museum were removed, such as boards describing the history
of the building in a Christian and Ottoman context. Some rooms that previously served as
museum spaces were closed. Along with the change in the status of Hagia Sophia, security
measures were also tightened. Security cameras and fire detection and emergency notification
systems were installed. Special protection was also provided to the Imperial Gate after it was
damaged by unidentified attackers.”

Despite the change in the status of Hagia Sophia, its state of protection leaves much to be

* Ibidem.
» KESLER, Musa. Security tightened to protect historic Hagia Sophia. In: Hurriyet Daily News, 27 May 2022, https://
www.hurtiyetdailynews.com/security-tightened-to-protect-histotic-hagia-sophia-174084.
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desired. Experts point out that the greatest challenge facing the authorities is the damage caused
by tourists and believers visiting the facility. The damage is not always intentional, as it may
result from the mass use of a place of religious worship. Despite the fact that people visiting
the Hagia Sophia are aware of the importance of this facility from a religious, cultural and
historical point of view for humanity, the plaster is often torn off or scratched, which causes
the destruction of the plaster from the historic mosaics, thus damaging the historic building;
The lack of supervision, as in a museum, can contribute to the increase in damage resulting
from use. This requires continuous monitoring and diagnosis of the facility by specialists,
regardless of its function, and not only by people performing religious functions. Another
problem is maintaining rescue procedures in the event of fire, disasters or catastrophes, so
as not to cause greater losses during rescue operations. However, the greatest threat to the
mosque is earthquake. The Turkish newspaper Birgin quoted an expert who noted that:

If the Hagia Sophia is not restored, it will collapse with the first earthquake. When the Hagia
Sophia was a museum, before it was converted into a mosque, there was a scientific council. In
its last meeting, before it was liquidated, the council ruled that the Hagia Sophia is 1,500 years
old and if it is not restored as soon as possible, it will be destroyed in an earthquake.”

Conclusions

In the Ottoman Empire, the conversion of the Hagia Sophia into a mosque had a significant
impact on its protection. Ottoman architects played a key role in this process, strengthening
the structure of the building, taking into account the risk of earthquakes. Their innovative
approach allowed this invaluable legacy of Byzantine and Ottoman civilisation to be preserved
for future generations. The next significant changes occurred during the rule of Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk. His decision to transform the Hagia Sophia into a museum was part of a broader
process of the secularisation of Turkish society, the aim of which was to limit the role of
religion in the public life of the country. The authorities of the Republic of Turkey also sought
to emphasise its modernity and progress vis-a-vis European countties, presenting respect for
its own history and the idea of secularisation as a model of a modern state. The conversion
into a museum was also aimed at protecting this building, With the help of foreign experts and
funds, it was possible to save the Hagia Sophia from complete destruction. Since then, it has
become one of the most visited monuments in Turkey, generating income for its conservation.

After 86 years of the museum’s existence, the current Turkish leader, Erdogan, decided
to abolish Atatiirk’s decree and transform Hagia Sophia into a mosque. This action was part
of a broad policy based on Ottoman traditions. The decision was intended to strengthen
Erdogan’s position in a country that was struggling with serious economic problems. It was
also an expression of the desire to rebuild a national identity based on the history and heritage
of the Ottoman Empire. This change also had serious international repercussions. It increased
tensions between EU and NATO members and Turkey, especially Greece and Turkey. However,
this situation did not lead to the erosion of NATO or a cooling of political relations between
countries that did not approve of the change of the Hagia Sophia’s function from a museum
to a religious one. However, despite the transformation of the Hagia Sophia into a mosque, its
protection requires constant attention. The greatest threat is earthquake, which could lead to
serious damage or even the collapse of a building which has become a symbol of the changes
that have taken place in the Eastern Mediterranean, both politically and religiously. The history

% ANTONOPOULOS, Paul. In: X.COM, November 28,2023 https:/ /x.com/oulosP/status /1729518070689865817.
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of the Hagia Sophia reflects the changing cultural relations between Christianity and Islam in
the region.
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