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16 September 2026

Ussama Makdisi
MESA President
Professor, University of California, Berkeley

Judith E. Tucker
Chair, Committee on Academic Freedom
Professor Emerita, Georgetown University

Dear Professors Makdisi and Tucker

We have carefully considered your letter dated 14 August 2026, addressed to Istanbul Bilgi
University on behalf of the Middle East Studies Association of North America (MESA) and its
Committee on Academic Freedom.

Since its establishment, Istanbul Bilgi University has regarded academic freedom, pluralism,
and freedom of scientific research as fundamental components of its institutional values. While
we therefore share the concerns regarding academic freedom expressed in your letter, we would
like to emphasize that the suggestion that there was any direct or indirect connection between
the termination of Prof. Dr. Biilent Bilmez’s employment relationship and his academic
activities, scholarly views, fields of research, or publications is inconsistent both with the
factual development of the matter and with the higher education legislation applicable to our
University.

The process concerning Prof. Dr. Bilmez did not originate from a decision by the University
administration to review his academic activities or personal circumstances. Rather, the process
began when Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s name appeared for the first time among foreign national
academic staff in a report dated 13 February 2026, sent to our University by the Data
Management and Monitoring Department of the Council of Higher Education (“YOK”). Such
reports are sent to our University twice a year as part of a standard procedure, and Prof. Dr.
Bilmez had not been listed as a foreign national academic staff member in the corresponding
reports in previous years. Accordingly, although no new change in Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s
citizenship status occurred in 2026, the fact that his information appeared for the first time that
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year in the relevant report under the category of foreign national academic staff required our
University to take the necessary legal steps.

In other words, the University did not, on its own initiative, decide in 2026 to reassess a
citizenship status that had been known for many years. The matter arose because Prof. Dr.
Bilmez was, for the first time in 2026, identified as a foreign national academic staff member
in the report transmitted by YOK, thereby necessitating clarification of the legal consequences
of his existing status under the applicable higher education legislation.

What action did our University take once the issue arose?

Your letter specifically questions whether the University explored alternative legal avenues that
might have enabled Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s continued employment. The process undertaken by our
University provides a clear answer to this question.

Following receipt of the relevant report, our University took into consideration the fact that
Prof. Dr. Bilmez had acquired Turkish citizenship by birth, subsequently renounced Turkish
citizenship with official permission and became a German citizen, and holds a Blue Card
pursuant to Article 28 of Turkish Citizenship Law No. 5901. In this context, and in order to
proceed in compliance with the applicable legislation, our University requested an official
opinion from the Council of Higher Education by letter dated 4 March 2026 as to whether
additional authorization from YOK and the Ministry of Labour and Social Security was
required for Prof. Dr. Bilmez to continue serving in his existing status.

In its letter dated 5 June 2026, numbered E-82444403-299-39080, the Personnel Department of
the Council of Higher Education expressly stated that, since Prof. Dr. Bilmez had ceased to
hold the status of a Turkish citizen, it was not legally possible for him to continue serving as an
academic staff member under his existing status without permission from YOK. The same letter
further stated that there was no need for an additional foreign national academic staff member
in the University’s Department of History and that, accordingly, it was likewise not considered
possible for Prof. Dr. Bilmez to be employed at our University as a foreign national academic
staff member.

The assertion that our University terminated Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s employment relationship
without first investigating whether it was legally possible for him to continue in his position
therefore does not reflect the facts. On the contrary, our University sought authorization from
the competent public authority in order to resolve the legal uncertainty that had arisen and to
enable him to continue in his position; such authorization, however, was not granted.

stanbul Bilgi University santralistanbul Campus Kaznn Karabekir Cad. No: 2/13 34060 Eyiipsultan - istanbul / Turkey P: +90 212 311 50 00 F: +60 212 216 24 14 (Rectorate

www .bilgi.cdu.tr 1 444 0 428



@ Istanbul
Bilgi University

The situation faced by our University was therefore assessed in relation to two separate
possibilities: |

e whether Prof. Dr. Bilmez could continue in his position under his existing status; and
 if continuation under his existing status was not possible, whether he could be appointed
as a foreign national academic staff member pursuant to Article 34 of Law No. 2547.

As a result of the opinion communicated to our University by YOK, it became clear that the |
employment relationship could not be maintained under either of these alternatives.

Why does Article 34 of Law No. 2547 not provide for the automatic continuation of
employment?

Your letter states that Article 34 of Law No. 2547 permits the employment of foreign national
academics and that this procedure could therefore have been pursued without terminating Prof.
Dr. Bilmez’s employment relationship. Article 34 of Law No. 2547, however, does not provide
for the automatic conversion of an existing employment contract into a contract for a foreign
national academic staff member.

The appointment of foreign national academic staff does not depend solely on the academic
qualifications of the individual concerned or on whether that individual has the right to work in
Tiirkiye. The concrete needs of the relevant higher education institution and academic unit must
also be established, and the assessments of the competent academic and administrative bodies,
as well as the authorization and approval procedures prescribed by law, must be completed.
Indeed, under Article 34 of Law No. 2547, the appointment of foreign national academic staff
is subject to the prior authorization of YOK. Furthermore, the number of foreign national
academic staff is limited to 2% of the occupied academic staff positions, and the allocation of
such positions among higher education institutions also falls within the authority of YOK.

In the assessment concerning Prof. Dr. Bilmez, YOK was informed that the undergraduate
History Programme had 55 active students and that the Department already employed five
faculty members who are Turkish citizens.

Accordingly, the issue was not related to Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s academic qualifications, seniority,
or contributions to our University over the years. Rather, it concerned whether the legal
conditions existed to justify an additional appointment under the status of a foreign national
academic staff member.
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Were Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s academic activities taken into consideration at any stage of the
decision-making process?

Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s academic activities, research topics, scholarly views, publications, courses,
and public statements were not relied upon as grounds for, or factors in, any stage of the
correspondence submitted to YOK, the responses sent by YOK to our University, or the
administrative assessments conducted by our University.

Your letter refers in particular to Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s work on Kurds, Alevis, minorities,
historical memory, and Dersim, as well as to his publication entitled /nventory of the Dersim
Massacre, and suggests that these studies may have played a role in the termination of his
employment relationship. It should be noted, however, that even the chronology of events is
incompatible with such an assessment.

The administrative process concerning Prof. Dr. Bilmez commenced with the report identifying
foreign national academic staff that was transmitted by YOK on 13 February 2026. Our
University first applied to YOK on 4 March 2026, and YOK communicated its final opinion on
5 June 2026.

According to publicly available information, the work referred to in your letter, Inventory of
the Dersim Massacre, was published in July 2026. In other words, the administrative process
aimed at clarifying Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s legal status had already commenced and progressed
several months before the publication of that work.

This chronology clearly demonstrates that no causal connection can be established between the
publication in question and the initiation of the process that ultimately resulted in the
termination of Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s employment relationship.

Moreover, as your letter itself acknowledges, the research project underlying Inventory of the
Dersim Massacre was initiated within Istanbul Bilgi University in 2020. This fact is likewise
incompatible with the suggestion that our University adopted an approach intended to impede
Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s research in this field or his related academic activities.

Why was Prof. Dr. Bilmez not subjected to a disciplinary or academic review process?

Your letter also states that no academic review was conducted before Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s
employment was terminated and that he was not afforded an opportunity to respond to the
grounds for the decision. However, the termination of Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s employment
relationship was neither a disciplinary sanction nor the result of an academic performance
assessment.
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No allegation of personal misconduct, academic inadequacy, or disciplinary violation was made
against Prof. Dr. Bilmez. The issue leading to the termination of the employment relationship
concerned the objective legal consequences of his citizenship status under higher education
legislation and the assessment communicated to our University by YOK, the competent
authority in this field. Accordingly, there was no circumstance requiring the implementation of
a defence procedure specific to disciplinary proceedings or an academic performance review
process; nor, in light of the circumstances of the case, was there any legal or factual necessity
to conduct such procedures.

Was the decision related to the change in the governance of the University?

It is important to emphasize that the termination of Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s employment relationship
was not a consequence of the change in the composition of our University’s Board of Trustees.

Since its establishment, Istanbul Bilgi University has been a higher education institution that
has embraced pluralism, critical thought, scientific autonomy, and academic freedom as
fundamental elements of its institutional identity. The University’s academic structure is based
on the coexistence of diverse scholarly approaches, fields of research, and intellectual
perspectives. The termination of an academic’s employment on the basis of his or her scholarly
views, research topics, publications, or critical academic identity would therefore be
inconsistent not only with the facts of the present case but also with our University’s
institutional tradition and academic ethos.

Indeed, following the change in the University’s governance, no general policy has been
adopted in its academic operations that would depart from this institutional approach or target
particular academic views.

Against this background, the process concerning Prof. Dr. Bilmez cannot be characterized as
part of a general practice, following the change in governance, aimed at particular academic
views, fields of research, or critical academic identities. In the present case, the process arose
entirely independently of Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s scholarly activities, as a result of his being
identified for the first time as a foreign national academic staff member in the report transmitted
by YOK in 2026, thereby giving rise to an issue concerning his legal status and the requirement
to obtain the relevant statutory authorization. At no stage of this process were Prof. Dr. Bilmez’s
research, publications, or views used as a factor in the assessment.

Accordingly, the mere fact that the relevant action was taken after a change in the University’s
governance structure does not establish any legal or factual causal connection between the
action and that change in governance. On the contrary, the administrative record clearly
demonstrates that the source of the decision was not the University’s academic preferences or
any change in its managerial orientation, but rather the objective legal issue concerning Prof.
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Dr. Bilmez’s status under higher education legislation and the assessment communicated by the
competent authority in that regard.

In conclusion, Istanbul Bilgi University shares MESA’s concern that the protection of
academic freedom constitutes one of the fundamental responsibilities of a university. At the
same time, we believe that academic freedom must be distinguished from the obligation of
higher education institutions to act in compliance with applicable legislation and with the
decisions and assessments of the competent public authorities in the field of higher education.

Within this framework, we wish to state that we do not accept the allegation in your letter that
our University interfered with academic freedom. At the same time, we value the concerns you
have expressed regarding this matter and appreciate having been afforded the opportunity to
explain the University’s position.

Yours sincerely,

Ege Yazgan
Istanbul Bilgi University, Rector
Professor, Faculty of Business
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