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Has a paradigm shift occurred in the history of the Alevis and the Alawites? This
question is focused upon in this paper, where the similarities and differences between the
Alevis and the Alawites are analyzed. The former discrimination of the two minorities
during the Ottoman period is over. The policy of Kemal Atatürk in Turkey and the one of
France in Syria opened the doors for the Alevis and the Alawites to get some influence in
their societies respectively. The political influence of the Alevis and the Alawites has
increased remarkably during the last seventy years. The changes of their socio-economic 
conditions need to be highlighted to understand their new positions, as well as the
response to such a development from other groups in Turkey and Syria—aspects 
including both frustration and acceptance. 

The Background of the Alevis and Alawites 

Different Hypotheses on the Origin of the Alevis and Alawites Respectively
The Alevis in Turkey generally describe their origin as one of homogeneous Turkish or
Kurdish tribal background depending on mother tongue, just as the Alawites in Syria
describe their origin as a homogeneous Arab tribal one. The Turkish speaking Alevis
declare that their sectarian orientation has its roots in a pure Turkish Islamic context with
Turkish spiritual leaders—and not in other ethnic or religious contexts. The statement of
the Arab speaking Alawites is a similar one, namely, that their development of sectarian
orientation has its roots in a pure Arab Islamic context with Arab spiritual leaders—and 
not in other ethnic or religious contexts. The eventual linkage between Alevism and
Alawitism is therefore normally completely denied. Like all other religious communities
or sects, these sects have established their beliefs on their own myths, which from a
religious point of view have to be respected as such. 

Just as religious traditions and myths have their legitimacy, other historical aspects also 
have their legitimacy as complementary socio-economic aspects. The approach of this
paper is based on perspectives linked to socio-economic empirical conflict research. 



The Conquest and Islamization of Anatolia and the Islamization of Jabal 
Ansariyya

The Turkish tribal invasion of Anatolia1 started following the battle of Manzikert in 
1071, when the Turks captured the Byzantine emperor, Romanos I, and opened  
the way for a massive migration and changes in the region. It was the Oghuz people, who 
had already established the Seljuk empire in Iran and Iraq, who established another
Seljuk state and society in the up to then Byzantine Anatolia. They were organized in
small bands of warriors called ghazis under the leadership of chieftains (beys) or Sufi 
holy-men (babas).2

The Christian population, mainly Greek, Armenian, Georgian and Syrian, which had 
already been reduced by previous invasions, were further decreased in number by warfare
and migration and by conversion to Islam.3 The Sufis were particularly important in 
Anatolia during the Seljuk regime. Members of different Sufi brotherhoods, like the
Qalandariya and the Rifa’iya, migrated into Anatolia from Inner Asia and Eastern Iran; 
others were driven westward by the Mongol invasions. For the migrating Turkish people,
the Sufi babas provided leadership. They established their residences in newly settled
areas and helped to bring those into cultivation. Hospices (tekkes) and mills were built, 
orchards planted, schools developed. They provided for the safety of travelers, and
mediated in disputes among tribes. Rural Sufis also adopted a tolerant attitude toward
Christians and facilitated the conversion of Greek and Armenian peoples to Islam. In
Anatolia, Haci Bekta  (d.c. 1297) was widely revered. He preached a version of Islam
which synthesized Sunni and Shi’i beliefs and Muslim and Christian religious practices.4

Muslim missionaries appealed to a demoralized Christian population which saw their
defeat as a sign of punishment from God or even of the end of history. Muslim holy-men 
further appealed to Christians by presenting Islam as a syncretism of Muslim and
Christian religious beliefs. Christian holy places were taken over; Jesus was venerated by
Muslims. But the Christians themselves often brought Christian belief and practices after
converting to Islam. Baptism, worship of saints, the celebration of Easter and belief in the
healing efficacy of churches were introduced from Christianity into Islam.5

The roots of Alevism has to be sought for in the context where a mingling process took 
place in large areas of Anatolia between abandoned Christian communities and Turkish
as well as Kurdish tribes, which had adopted different forms of Muslim Sufism. 

1 Ira M.Lapidus, gives an overview of the Islamization in Anatolia in the chapter on Turkish 
migrations and Ottoman empire in his work: A History of Islamic Societies, Cambridge University 
Press, 1988. 
2 Ibid., p. 304. 
3 Ibid., p. 304. 
4 Ibid., p. 305. 
5 Ibid., pp. 308–9. 

Alevi identity     182



The Alawites in Syria, originally named 6 had already established their
religious sect during the tenth century in Jabal Ansariyya near Latakia. Their secret faith
is described as a blend of ancient Syrian or Phoenician paganism (mainly the worship of
the triad: the sun, the moon and the stars or sky), possibly influenced by Christian
Trinitarianism (Holy Trinity) as well as by various Christian ceremonies and feasts, and
largely manifested in a Shi’i-Ismaili fashion with adherence to Imam Ali, Prophet 
Mohammed’s first cousin and son-in-law, and to Salman al-Farisi, one of Mohammed’s 
Persian followers. 

For centuries the Alawites were landless serfs, agricultural workers or servants of
urban Sunni and Christian landowners and proprietors. The Alawites were detested by the
Sunni Muslim majority population for their religious heresy and cultural backwardness.
A fatwa was issued in the fourteenth century by a distinguished Sunni Muslim scholar,
Ibn Taymiyya, stating that they were greater infidels than 

Court proceedings in Elazi  after the Kurdish-Alevi insurrection in Dersim, 
Tunceli, in the 1930s. 

Jews, Christians and many other idolaters and that waging war against them should
please Allah.7

6 Moshe Ma’oz, Asad, The Sphinx of Damascus, New York, 1988, p. 19. (Regarding the name 
Nusayri Ma’oz mentions that it derives from Ab  Shuayb Muhammed Ibn Nusayri, a Shi’i 
religious scholar who lived in Basra, Iraq, in the ninth century, while the name “Alawis” might 
indicate the worshippers of Ali. 
7 Ma’oz, ibid., pp. 19–20. 
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The Alawites were not only persecuted on religious grounds, but were also considered 
as ‘a wicked race’ who deserved ‘no mercy, no protection’. They were abused, reviled 
and ground down by exactions, and their women and children were sometimes led into
captivity and disposed of by sale. During the last year of Ottoman rule, their economic
conditions gravely deteriorated and they would frequently sell or hire out their daughters
to the townspeople, often Sunni Muslim families.8

Under the Ottomans
By the fifteenth century more than 90 percent of the population in Anatolia was Muslim,
compared to the period before the Turkish migration started, when the vast majority was
Christian. Some of this change was due to the immigration of a large Muslim population,
as earlier mentioned, but in great part it was due to the conversion of Christians to Islam.
These conversions were basically due to the breakdown of Anatolian Christianity through
the weakening of the Byzantine state and the Greek Orthodox church, and the collapse of
Anatolian society in face of the Turkish migrations. In the late thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, the Turks expelled bishops and metropolitans from their seats. Church
revenues and properties were confiscated. Hospitals, schools, orphanages and
monasteries were destroyed or abandoned, and the Anatolian Christian population was
left without leadership and social services. The remaining Christian clerics had to turn to
the Turkish authorities to handle internal disputes on terms which only further weakened
Christian institutions.9

The Alevis were discriminated against during the Ottoman era. Periodic massacres of 
Alevis have been recorded since the sixteenth century,10 although some influence could 
be exercised through the representatives of the Bektashi religious order associated with
the Janissaries until the last mentioned organization was dissolved, abolished and
destroyed in 1826.11 The Alevis were excluded from the military organization as well as 
from jobs within the administration. 

The National/Cultural Identification: Turkish, Arab or Kurdish
In reality, the Alevis are far from being a homogeneous group, as stated above. They
contain, ethnic and linguistic cleavages. Four different language groups are found among
them, namely Turkish, Arabic, Zaza and Kurmanci, the latter two being Persian- and 
Kurdish-related language systems.12 The identification is deeply related to the mother
tongue of each group. The consequence of this phenomenon is the almost total lack of 

8 Ibid., p. 20 
9 Lapidus, ibid., p. 308. 
10 Philip Robbins, Turkey and The Middle East, The Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
London, 1991, p. 8. 
11 Lapidus, ibid., p. 598. In the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Ottomans 
brought the Sufi orders under state control, and the Bektashis were taken under the wing of the 
Ottomans as chaplains to the janissaries. They lived and marched with the soldiers and provided 
them with magical protection in battle. See Lapidus, ibid., p. 326. 
12 Robins, ibid., p. 9. 
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intralingual cooperation or connections. 
The number of Alevis is a subject of dispute. Some Alevi sources claim that they 

represent up to 40 per cent of the Turkish population, while most scholars estimate their
proportion rather to be about 20 per cent.13 In the beginning of the 90s they presented 
themselves as in total 20 million,14 other sources say not more than 15 million. It is,
however, clear that their number has risen since the middle of the 80s when the Alevi
Turks were estimated to range from about 3 million to over 8 million. In addition to
Kurdish Alevis, which are to be about 25 percent of the Kurds in Turkey (1.5 to 2
millions),15 many of Turkey’s about 1 million Arabs are Alawites. Most of these, who 
live in or near Hatay/Alexandretta Province, are Nusayris and retain their ties with the
Alawites in Syria.16

The Turkish Alevis, as described above, do not relate themselves in any way to the 
Alawites in Syria, although they—to some extent—have a common historical 
background based on elements of Christians converted to these special forms of Islam,
where both the sects have integrated and have preserved essential parts of the Christian
tradition like Easter and drinking of wine, and none of them construct any mosques. Their
identification seems anyhow to be deeply related to those geopolitical tribal contexts of
Arabic, Turkish or Kurdish background into which they were once integrated or from
which they originated. These ethnic-language identities function as disintegrating and 
isolating factors. These attitudes, in combination with the use of taqiyya, which is an 
Islamic term for dispenzation from requirements of religion under compulsion or threat of
injury,17 makes it, however, very difficult to prove. Maybe the different language identity
together with the influence of  
Phoenician paganism in the Nusayri community are enough to explain the absence of any 
formal recognition and acceptance of each other—or are they applying the taqiyya
towards outsiders? 

The Alawites constitute around 12 to 15 per cent of the Syrian population.18 As 
mentioned above, their religious sect was established during the tenth century in Jabal
Ansariyya near Latakia. This is still their principal region although the urbanization
process in combination with an increased number of Alawites within the military and
political networks of decision-makers on different levels has had its impact on their
presence in other areas and particularly in Damascus. 

13 Robins, ibid., p. 8. See also Frederick W.Frey, The Turkish Political Elite, The Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Cambridge and Massachusetts, 1965, p. 147. 
14 In appeals spread by a number of Alevi organizations in Turkey in the beginning of the 90s. In 
appeals spread by a number of Alevi organizations in Turkey in the beginning of the 90s. 
15 David McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds, I.B.Tauris, London, 1997, p. 10. 
16 Turkey, A Country Study, Area Handbook Series, Library of Congress, Washington, 1988, p. 87. 
17 Ma’oz, ibid., pp. 20–21; Robins, ibid., pp. 8–9:…the Alevis have tended to deal with their own 
persecution not by self-assertion but through the practice of taqiyya, a tactical public disavowal of 
their faith. 
18 Ma’oz, ibid., p. ix; and Alasdair Drysdale and General H.Blake, The Middle East and North 
Africa, Oxford University Press, 1985, p. 185. 
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From the Kurdish-Alevi insurrection in Dersim: One of the insurgents, Ali ir, 
together with his wife. 

Regarding the about 1 million Arab speaking Alawites in Turkey, who are mostly
living in or near the Hatay/Alexandretta Province, the following could be mentioned:
Turkey agreed in 1921 on a compromise with France, who had received the mandate for
the whole of Syria from the League of Nations. The Province or Sanjak was to be
administrated under the terms of the mandate in return for extensive cultural concessions
to the large Turkish population. When, however, the French proposed in 1936 to grant
independence to Syria, including the Sanjak, Ankara reacted negatively, and in 1939 it
was instead formally incorporated into Turkey. Still the question is controversial whether
the Turks or the Arabs were the largest single group in 1939.19 Of the total population, 
approximately 220 000, 39 percent were ethnic Turks, 28 percent Alawites, 11 percent
Armenians, 10 percent Sunni Arabs, 8 percent other Christians and the rest Kurds,
Caucasians, and Jews. 

19 Robins, ibid., pp. 23–24. 
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The most down-trodden peasants were the Arabic-speaking Alawites, who were 
exposed to the exploitation of a Sunni landowing class composed mainly of Turks. When
the Sanjak was transferred to Turkey, many left. After two months, about 50 000 refugees
had already entered Syria and out of these some 10 000. were Alawites.20

How the Position of the Alevis in Turkey Developed. 

Kemal Atatürk and Secularism
Kemal Atatürk vigorously pursued the institutional secularization of the country, which
included the abolition of the caliphate, the office that, in Islamic usage, symbolized the
Sultan’s spiritual powers and provided him with authority over all  
Muslims concerned. The unorthodox but highly influential dervish, or mystical orders 
were also suppressed by Atatürk, and locally based religious education was abolished.
Together with the ideologically secularist and modernist urban elite, the Atatürk regime 
attempted to uproot the Islamic institutions that had bound religion and state together. 

Although Atatürk was successful in ensuring that Islam could not be used in the 
political process to threaten his position or his reforms during his lifetime, Islam did not
disappear—only lay dormant. The religious orders were not destroyed—only forced 
underground. Among the military, the intelligentsia, and in the major cities, the reforms
had a wide impact, but not with the peasantry in rural areas or with the new rural
migrants to the big cities.21

For the first time, the Alevi Turks got an opportunity to improve their position in 
society, and to a large extent they supported Atatürk. The elimination of all Sunni 
Muslim establishments and the separation of the religious institutions from those of the
state, put the Alevis formally on an equal level with the Sunnis. Although the Alevis also
found their religious institutions, the tekkes, suppressed,22 their pro-government attitude 
was the dominant one, and through applying the taqiyya, they could in secret continue to 
be true Alevis, (and the same goes for the Alawites). As for their relations to the
Armenians, the Alevi Kurds had been notable for protecting them in their areas, as they
did in 1915.23

During the Kurdish rebellion in Turkey in 1925, the Alevi Kurds fiercely attacked the
Sunni insurgents. This dual character of the rebellion can be explained. Although the aim
of the leadership was an autonomous or even independent Kurdistan, the rank and file
acted from religious motives, wanting to restore the old order with the caliphate, while
the Alevi Kurds—because prejudice against them were deeply rooted among

20 Philips S.Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism, 1920–
1945, Princeton University Press, London, 1987, pp. 495–6, 513. 
21 See Robins, ibid., pp. 38–39; and Turkey, A Country Study, pp. 88–89. 
22 See Robins, ibid., p. 8; the rites were banned by Atatürk’s legislation against the tarikats, or 
religious orders, in 1925. See also McDowall, ibid., p. 196; and Turkey, A Country Study, pp. 48–
50 and 127–8. 
23 McDowall, ibid., p. 128. 
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the Sunnis—preferred the secularist tendencies of the republic.24

The Left and the Alevis, and the Threat from the Right-wing Parties during the 
60s and 70s

When Turkey initiated a multiparty system in the aftermath of World War II, the policies
changed and the Kemalist étatism was replaced by liberalism. When the Democratic
Party (DP) achieved power in 1950, its program was to transfer the state economic
enterprises to the private sector. The goal was to transfer Turkey into a “little America” 
within a short period, which failed because of too low domestic savings, too limited
amounts of foreign aid and credits, lack of administrative experience in handling a liberal
economy and inability to hinder a remarkable increase of inflation. This process has since
then been repeated almost every tenth year. It has always ended up in economic
instability and the development of political instability, creating regime crises and take-
overs by the army,25 in which the struggle between leftists and rightists has to a great 
extent been a struggle between Alevis and Sunnis. 

The role of the Turkish military leadership has however been accepted since 1961, 
when article 111 of the constitution provided for the creation of the National  
Security Council.26 The generals have ideologically generally been more sympathetic to 
centre-right parties (like the Justice Party, JP, led by Demirel) with a program promoting
capitalism in Turkey despite the opposition of traditional conservative groups, while they
have been more hostile to socialist groups and parties (like the Worker’s Party of Turkey, 
WPT), to which Alevi sympathies were directed. Earlier, the generals had supported the
Republican People’s Party (RPP), the heritage from Atatürk, but in 1972 they became 
more ambivalent as the party moved in the direction of social democracy and a more
independent foreign policy, which was against the interest of the generals and NATO
membership. The image of the RPP under the leadership of Atatürk’s former chief
lieutenant, nönü, had by the late 1970s become, in part, identified with Alevi leftists and
Kurdish separatism. At the same time, Demirel’s JP became increasingly linked with
militant Sunni fundamentalism, as well as rightist trade, teachers, and police unions or
associations.27

24 Erik Jan Zürcher, Turkey, A Modern History, I.B.Tauris, London, 1993, p. 178. 
25 Irvin Cemil Schick and Ertu rul Ahmet Tonak, Turkey in Transition; New Perspectives, Oxford
University Press, 1987, pp. 20–21. 
26 According to Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey, Routledge, London, 1993, pp. 11–
14, this body includes the Chief of the General Staff and the commanders of the land, sea, and air 
forces, and assists the cabinet in the making of decisions related to national security and 
coordination. Its functions have increased since then, and the armed forces have become virtually 
an autonomous institution. In 1961 the armed forces were also brought directly into business and 
industry through the creation of the Army Mutual Assistance Association (OYAK). 
27 Michael M.Gunter, The Kurds in Turkey, A political Dilemma, Westview Special Studies on the 
Middle East, Westview Press, Boulder, 1990, pp. 24–25. 
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During the 70s, terrorism greatly increased in Turkey. Several attacks were made on
the Alevi community. The Alevis, who generally supported secularism, voted therefore,
as stated earlier, to a large extent for the Republican People’s Party (RPP). They became 
the targets of the ultra-nationalist members of the Nationalist Action Party’s Grey 
Wolves, who considered them communists. The major attacks took place in Malatya,
Sivas and Bingöl in 1978.28 The prime minister at that time, Bülent Ecevit, was and still 
is himself a supporter of the Alevis.29 Communal violence against the Alevis continued 
and there was a major attack in Çorum in July 1980. In September the Army took over
the power again.30

The most important factor in the success of the neo-fascist party, the Nationalist Action 
Party (NAP) during the 70s, was its use of an aggressive and fanatical religious ideology
directed against so called internal enemies, namely communists, Alevis and Kurds. Party
publications spoke of the establishment of a “Great Turkish State that would once again 
dominate the entire world”, and the NAP would cleanse its “national state” of all 
minorities. The party’s Turkism and hostility to minorities was primarily a tactical issue,
so in areas with national and sectarian differences like Kurds and Alevis, these groups
were regarded as the foremost enemies after communists, while poor and oppressed
groups within the Sunni Turkish community were stirred up against the privileged.31

The Alevi Kurds and Political Mobilization
The Alevi Kurds in Turkey may represent long-standing differences of origin. The Alevi 
religion is strong in central Anatolia, particularly in the Dersim region. The large overlap
between the Zaza speakers and the Alevis raises the question of a  
special connection between them.32 The relations between Sunni and Alevi Kurds 
generally have been fractious since the Sunni-Shi’i struggle in Anatolia in the sixteenth
century. As mentioned above, in the 1920s during the uprisings in Kurdistan against the
Kemalists, the Alevis were divided and frustrated. On the one hand, several Alevi tribes
and leaders supported the idea of the autonomy or even independence of Kurdistan, on
the other hand most of the Alevis did not trust the Sunnis and their intentions. To many
Sunnis the restoration of the Caliphate was the central issue.33

28 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey, Routledge, London, 1993, p. 172. 
29 Ecevit has repeatedly stressed his deep sympathy and understanding of the Alevis. Recently he 
did so in his speech at the Institute of International Affairs in Stockholm in October 1997. 
30 Ahmad, ibid., p. 176. 
31 Irvin Cemil Schick and Ertu rul Ahmet Tonak, Turkey in Transition; New Perspectives, Oxford
University Press, 1987, pp. 196–205. 
32 McDowall, ibid., p. 10. McDowall raises the question as to whether the Zaza-speaking Alevis 
were formerly Sunnis, but consider the opposite to be more likely, namely that the Zaza-speaking 
Sunnis were Alevis or belonged to a related sect. (Likewise in southern Kurdistan it is probably no 
accident that the Ahl-i Haqq religious group uses the Kurdish language/dialect Gurani as its sacred 
language. The Ahl-i Haqq religion bears many similarity to Alevi belief. See ibid., p. 10). 
33 McDowall, ibid., pp. 137, 184, 194 and 204. 
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During the 50s the Kurdish countryside became once more the stronghold of Islam, an
environment hostile to, and dangerous for, radicals of the secular left. The Alevi Kurds
feared this development. The majority of Sunni Kurds felt closer to Sunni Turks than
they did to Alevi Kurds.34

In the late 40s and early 50s, large numbers in Turkish society began to advocate a 
return to traditional practices. It became clear that the religious sentiment among the
people had never weakened but rather that public practice, especially in the metropolitan
areas, had declined. An important issue in the resurgence of Islam was the decision to
reintroduce religious education in the schools in the late 40s. The Sufi orders were
permitted to resume their activities after 1950.35

In 1961, when a Turkish constitution for the first time allowed the establishment of a 
socialist party, the Turkish Workers’ Party (TWP) was established. Kurds and Alevis
became the backbone of the TWP at the end of the 60s. Many were attracted to the party
because of the land ownership question and the grip of the agha class, while others were
attracted to its leftist ideas. The Kurdish issue was also highligthed by the TWP. The
party was declared illegal in 1971.36

The violent confrontations within Turkish society at the end of the 70s and in the first 
half of 1980 were attacks by rightists on leftists, Turks on Kurds, Sunnis—both Kurds 
and Turks—on Alevis. In such a climate Abdullah Öcalan initiated in 1974 a specifically 
Kurdish national liberation movement based on Marxism-Leninism. He, as well as those 
around him, were former students in Ankara belonging to different left-wing groups. 
Alevi-Kurdish background was common. They severed all connection with Turkish Left
groups and withdrew into Kurdish areas in 1975 to build up bases in Urfa, Elazi , Mara
and some other places. This was the start of the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). The 
enemies of the PKK were “the fascists, agents of the state and those who supported them;
the Turkish Left, which had subordinated the Kurdish question to the leftist revolution,
and the exploitative Kurdish landlord class”. In 1984 they launched the first series of
attacks on Turkish forces in the Kurdish region.37 Since then the confrontations have 
continued and their intensity has increased. 

Some Kurdish Alevis supported the pro-Kurdish People’s Labour Party (HEP), which 
was formed by former Kurdish parliament members expelled from the Social Democrat
Populist Party (SHP). HEP was banned in 1993, and following that, some ex-HEP 
deputies formed a new group, the Democracy Party (DEP). In the run-up to the local 
elections on March 1994, the DEP formally withdrew after the assassina-tion of party 
members, bomb attacks on its headquarters and branch officers, and the arrest of many
members. Another new Kurdish party, the People’s Democracy Party (HADEP) was 
formed.38

34 Ibid., p. 397. 
35 Turkey, A Country Study, p. 129–31. 
36 McDowall, ibid., pp. 406–7. 
37 Ibid., pp. 418–9. 
38 Ibid., pp. 438–9. 
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The pattern shows that the Kurdish Alevis are more separated in the 90s from their
Turkish Alevi counterparts and their parties and organizations than during the 60s and
70s.

The Neo-Islamic Trend
The public “reintroduction” and strengthening of Islam in the 80s is obvious. Religious
education of primary and secondary school children was made compulsory in the 1982
Constitution. The number of students in the Koran schools increased from about 68 500
to over 155 000 during the decade. These schools are organized and financed by the
Directorate of Religious Affairs, and they had a completely religious curriculum and
were open to students beyond elementary-school. The Directorate had 20 officials
working abroad in 1980 and in the end of the 80s this figure had risen to 628. During the
80s and the beginning of the 90s about 1 500 new mosques were built each year and from
1979 to 1989, the staff in the Directorate increased from some 50 000 to almost 85 000.
Mosque building continued to be a mixture of public and private enterprise in the late 80s
and 90s.39

The National Security Council (NSC) thought that Islam could be a factor of unity—
undermining the left and a bridge between the Turks and the Kurds, and this Islamic
approach was adopted by the Motherland Party government under the leadership of Özal. 
Such a policy got the opposite result and the mobilization among the Alevis became
stronger and more outspoken then ever before. 

Several cases of tension and confrontation on a small scale have occurred between 
militant Sunni Muslims and Alevis during the 90s. One event deserves particular
mention, namely the incident in Sivas, where militant Sunni Muslims tried to burn
participants of an Alevi cultural conference to death in their hotel at night. 

In December 1995, the Islamist Welfare Party or Refah Partisi (RP) won the largest 
number of votes in the general election, raising the prospect of an Islamist presence in the
government. Since the 1994 municipal elections, many of Turkey’s biggest cities, 
including Greater Istanbul and Ankara, have had Welfare Party mayors. The Secularists
including the Alevis as well as the EU and US became worried. It seemed as if “Turkey’s 
very gateway to Europe had been taken over by the Islamists” through the RP and its 
leader Necmettin Erbakan.40

The Mass Demonstration to Defend the Constitution
During the 90s some very large demonstrations have taken place under slogans in defense
of the constitution, and particularly its statements regarding secularism. The secularists as
well as the Alevis have felt threatened by the new Neo Islamic Trend. Their anxiety is
based both on the prospect of their personal freedom within the Turkish society and the
image as well as the status of Turkey in Europe and other Western societies. 

39 Ahmad, ibid., pp. 219–21; and Turkey, A Country Study, pp. 130–1. 
40 Erturul Kürkçü, “The Crisis of the Turkish State”, Middle East Report, April–June 1996, 
Washington, pp. 3–4. 
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Freedom of religion is guaranteed by the constitution, providing that the exercise of
this right does not threaten the “indivisible integrity of the state”. It is stated that no one is 
to be compelled to worship or to participate in religious ceremonies or rites. Primary and
secondary schools are required to provide religious instruction under  
state supervision and control. The principle of secularism is reaffirmed in the provision 
that forbids “even partially basing the fundamental, social, economic, political, and legal
order of the state on religious tenets”.41

Since the end of 1997 this policy has changed dramatically and the normal elementary 
school will be prolonged for three years to prevent the choice of religious schools. With
Ecevit back in the government the status and protection of the Alevis has been upgraded.
This policy became possible since the party leader of the Welfare Party, Erbakan, was
obliged to leave the political stage and accused of acting against the Secular Constitution. 

The Alevi Reaction to the Pan-Turkist Trend
Although the significantly strong Turkish identity of the Alevi Turks has had and still has
a positive impact on their attitude towards the new Republics in Central Asia and
Azerbaijan, there are also signs of hesitation among the Alevis based on earlier
experience of the ultra-Turkish movements like the Nationalist Action Party under
Türke ’s leadership during the 70s. The policy of this neo-fascist party with its goal of
establishing a Great Turkish State was also directed not only against Kurds but also
against Alevis.42 The influence and revival of Sunni-dominated fundamentalism and 
Sufism, like the Nakshibandi, constituted other reasons for hesitation.43

The Alevi Attitude Towards the European Economic Community/Union 
(EEC/EU)

The attitude of many Alevis towards the European Economic Community and its
successor the European Union is positive. It is expressed particularly through their
support of the Democratic Left Party (DSP), the Republican People’s Party (CHP) and
the True Path Party (DYP). The main reasons for this stance are the following: 

- the modern historical identification with Europe based on the policy of Kemal 
Atatürk could be confirmed through Turkey’s membership of the EEC/EU 

- the expectations that the EU will guarantee both a democratization and a 
liberalization of the Turkish community, and 

- EU-membership would eliminate future opportunities of any re-Islamization of
society and any other future threat against secularism as a basic part of the constitution,
which includes security to the Alevis against any marginalization by the Sunni Muslim
majority in Turkey. 

The negative attitude adopted by the EU towards Turkish EU-membership has 
therefore greatly upset the Alevis. 

41 Turkey, A Country Study, p. 246. 
42 Schick, ibid., pp. 56–57, 196–205. 
43 Sami Zubaida, “Turkish Islam and National Identity”, Middle East Report, April–June 1996, 
Washington, pp. 10–15. 
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How the position of the Alawites in Syria Developed 

The Alawites during the French Protection and the Years after the Independence
Syria became a French mandate in 1920. The serious challenge to the French during the
first years came from the countryside, particularly from the Alawite moun- 
tains. In the Jabal Ansariyya there was a state of complete anarchy, filled with roving 
bands of Alawite rebels who held the territory “at their mercy”.44

In December 1924 the Alawites, whose share of the Syrian population is between 
twelve and fourteen percent, won their own independent state, a Federal Territory,
attached to the Syrian Mandated Territory. The separate Alawite state had a French
Governor and was to last until 1936, when it became part of a unified Syrian state in
preparation for the Treaty of Independence with France. The Alawites expressed grave
doubts about unity, mostly for sectarian reasons.45 The Treaty was, however, never
ratified by the French Government. The Mandate didn’t end until 1943. 

Parallel to the actions of Alawite separatists, a propaganda campaign was launched 
with sectarian implications supported by the French, other Alawites, mostly intellectuals
and professionals joined, with the League of Alawite-Muslim Youth to combat 
separatism and to push for Syrian unity.46

During the first years after independence, the Syrian government’s efforts to eliminate 
sectarianism and forge a single nation were energetic—and harsh. Revolts in Alawi- and 
Druze-populated districts were violently crushed.47

The Alawites and the Ba’ath
Since the 40s many ambitious Alawite youth have entered the army or the Homs Military
Academy. By the early 60s, many non-commissioned and junior officers were Alawites.
In 1963, Salah Jadid, an Alawite officer, assumed control over military appointments and
promotions and purged some seven hundred officers, replacing more than half of them
with Alawites. Three years later he carried out a coup based on the Alawite network. In
1970 Hafez Asad made another coup and brought even more Alawites into top posts in
the Ba’ath party, security services, and key army units. Then about two out of three of
Military Academy students and over half of the top ranks of the officer corps had an
Alawite background. The number of Alawites in the Ba’ath party also increased.48

44 Khoury, ibid., pp. 99–100. 
45 Ibid., p. 466. 
46 Ibid., p. 522. 
47 Syria Unmasked, the Suppression of Human Rights by the Asad Regime, Human Right Watch, 
1991, p. 92. 
48 Ibid., p. 93. 
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Recruitment to the Ba’ath party was characterized by those who were outside the 
system of connections, patronage or kin on which the old regime was built. The
minorities and the rural lower middle class as well as educated sons of peasants formed
groups of importance in the “new” Syrian society, and particularly the Alawites. 
President Assad has now, to a certain extent, reached out to Sunnis, and their presence in
the Ba’ath has been growing. Although a transformation of the party from a revolutionary
movement has taken place, it is still a platform for Assad together with the army and the
bureaucracy.49 Assad and his fellow Alawite officers constitute the real power elite of the
government and of the party. 

Not only economic reasons, such as the advantages of the land reforms, made the
Ba’ath party attractive to the Alawites, but also because the social structure of the
Alawites could be used in a way within the party, and especially in their tribal network.50

There are, however, many Alawites who are sharply critical of the regime. Many 
intellectual Alawites are active in the secular opposition parties, especially in the Party
for Communist Action, which is dominated by Alawites.51

Confiscation of Land Owned by Sunni Arab Landlords
The pro-reform land-tenure system in Syria as well as in other regions in the Middle East 
can be characterized as large estates, accounting for a quarter to four-fifths of privately 
owned land and in the main tilled by sharecroppers; a huge number of very small peasant
properties, often with highly fragmented holdings; short and precarious leases; high rents,
large debts, rising land values; and a growing landless proletariat earning very low
wages. An attack on the political and economic power of the land owners lay behind the
land reforms throughout the region, and the reformers could expropriate the land of their
enemies and Syrian Ba’athists under their Alawite (and to some extend Druze) leadership
seized the lands of urban, mostly Sunni merchant absentee landlords.52 More than sixty 
percent of the population of the Latakia province consisted of impoverished Alawite
peasants in the mountains and plains behind the coastal towns. A significant portion of
the land farmed by Alawites was owned by Sunnis from Latakia and Hama. Clearly,
divisions of wealth exacerbated religious divisions.53

49 Alan Richards and John Waterbury, Political Economy of the Middle East, State, Class, and 
Economic Development, Westview Press, 1990, p. 313. 
50 David Roberts, The Ba’ath and the Creation of Modern Syria, Crown Helm, Beckenhem, 1987, 
p. 24. 
51 Syria Unmasked, p. 94. 
52 Richards and Waterbury, ibid., p. 148. 
53 Khoury, ibid., p. 520. 

Alevi identity     194



Don’t Talk about Alawites…
Although the Ba’athist regime in Syria has in many ways raised the status of the 
Alawites, it has of course, never presented it as such. State measures such as irrigation
were used to recast rather than to reinforce the social-class structure. To illustrate this, the 
development of the new irrigated areas in the Ghab region could be mentioned. The
Syrian Ba’athists sponsored state cooperatives and brought in poor farmers from other
areas as part of the land-reform. By carefully mixing different ethnic groups, the regime 
has sought to promote its vision of a “new society”, no longer composed of Alawites, or
Druze, or Sunnis, but of Syrian small farmers, dependent on the state.54

There are things no editor may ever allow to be printed. Not only criticism of the 
President Asad, but also any mention of an “Alawite role” in the regime. Even any other
reference to the “Alawite” as such or any other minority is taboo. Critical references to 
the military and the security agencies are also strictly forbidden.55

The Clashes with the Muslim Brotherhood
Sunni Muslim opposition to the Alawite sectarian regime increased during the late 70s
and the early 80s. This opposition was manifested in political assassinations of Alawite
military officers as well as governmental and Ba’athist officers. A kind of guerrilla 
struggle culminated in February 1982, when a large group of Muslim Brotherhood
initiated an armed rebellion in the city of Hama. They took control of the city after killing
tens of government and military personnel.56

The government accused Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood for the above mentioned 
assassination campaign against Alawite army officers, and when the Brotherhood seized
Hama, President al-Assad took the decision to ring the city with artillery and leveled
parts of it in order to flush out the brethren.57 Some 30.000 inhabitants were killed. The
brutal suppression of the Hama revolt, as well as other harsh measures employed by the
government, have deterred the Muslim Brotherhood and their followers from organising
another similar uprising up to now.58

54 Richards and Waterbury, ibid., p. 168. 
55 Syria Unmasked, p. 116. 
56 Moshe Ma’oz, “The Emergence of Modern Syria”, in Syria under Assad, M.Ma’oz and 
A.Yaniv (eds.), Croom Helm, Beckenhem, 1986, p. 32. 
57 Richards and Waterbury, ibid., p. 295. 
58 Ma’oz, Syria under Assad, p. 32. 
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The Power Elite in Syria and the Risk of Revenge
A crucial question is what will happen to the Alewites regarding their position in Syria
after President Asad has passed away. After the riots in Hama etc. in the 80s, the
dominant opinion was that a confrontation between the majority of Sunni Muslims and
the Alawites would be unavoidable. Such a risk exists, but it is important to stress the
consolidation of the country through the nation-building institutions which have been
established under Asad’s leadership. A new political community has been developed 
based on Alawites, sections of other religious minorities, large numbers of Sunni Muslim
peasants, workers and other lower-class people.59 The younger generation, including a
large percentage of well-educated people, who have, to a great extent, benefited from 
Asad’s policy, may stay loyal to the system.60

The military elite contains not only Alawite alternatives, but also possibilities to 
establish a collective Alawite-Sunni leadership after Asad, as the recruitment of Sunnis 
has been carried out in a very tactical way during the last twenty years. Through a slow
process of economic liberalization the platform for the private sector is expanding,
creating new opportunities for several important Christian and Sunni Muslim families.61

Such a development can also strengthen stability in a post-Asad scenario. 
Possible conclusions to be drawn from the above mentioned aspects regarding the 

position of the Alawites could be the following: 
- it seems to be brighter than it looked ten to fifteen years ago, and 
- they will be less influential after Asad, but not marginalized to such extent or treated 

so badly as before. 
To some extent it can even be correct to state that a kind of change has already 

occurred in the framework of the economic liberalization, which slowly, step by step, is
taking place in Syria. It is obvious that not all the Alawites have been privileged and
there are also other families and clan groups who have benefited from Asad’s policy. 
President Asad has both surrounded himself with a number of highly experienced and
trusted lieutenants and opened the door for several influential families and groups of
Christians and Sunni Muslims in the business community.62 This combination works 
probably in favour of stability. 

The Alawites and Regional Political and Economic Integration
If the interests of the Alawites in general can be said to be expressed through the
leadership of President Asad, it is possible to draw some conclusions. Asad’s policy has 
been characterized by his intents in keeping all the other regional political actors  

59 Ibid., pp. 193–6. 
60 Ibid., p. 198. 
61 Ibid., p. 198. 
62 Hisham Melhem, “Syria between two transitions”, Middle East Report, Spring 1997, 
Washington.
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at a distance, always anxiously observing every step towards cooperation or integration 
between any of the other regional political actors. This strategy consolidates the position
of the Alawites. Any closer cooperation with the neighboring could weaken the position
of the Alawites. 

His hold on Lebanon has been and is combined with strategic and tactical relations
with Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. This pattern has been particularly clear since the end of
the 80s, when the Arab Cooperation Council (ACC) was established by Iraq, Jordan,
Egypt and the Arab Republic of Yemen (North Yemen) as an organization aimed at
balancing the Arab Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which was established in 1981 by
the rich oil-producing states, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Republic. The ACC was considered as a potential challenge and threat to
the GCC, a situation that worked in favour of Asad. 

To the Alawites it is of course unacceptable to recognize the special religious status 
referred to by the Hashemites in Jordan.63 The old question of Greater Syria has still its 
psychological platform. The cooperation between Iraq and Syria, which at least formally
could refer to the same ideological platform, the Ba’athist one, has not been a real option. 
The Ba’ath party in Iraq has been, and still is, dominated by an urban middle class of
Sunni Muslims. 

The current cooperation between Turkey and Israel and the close relations between 
Israel and Jordan is considered as a serious threat to Syria. Recently, joint military
exercises took place between Israel, Turkey and the US, adding Jordan as an observer,
and such events irritate the Syrian Alawite leadership. 

No Formal or Mutual Acceptance and Cooperation Between Alevi and Alawites 

Although there are similarities between the religious contexts of Alevism and Alawitism
and their common experience in the discrimination and marginalization of their
communities over the centuries, there seems to be no interest in or any expressed
acceptance of each other—at least not openly. With the application of taqiyya, one can of
course be cheated, as an outsider. 

There are, however, many other reasons why neither acceptance nor cooperation have 
developed between the Alevi Turks in Turkey and the Alawite Arabs in Syria. The most
essential arguments or explanations are the following: 

- Both the Alevi Turks and the Alawite Arabs strongly support and openly identify
themselves with nationalist parties and movements in their respective countries. In the
case of the Alevi Turks, they were given a historical opportunity to improve their social
and economic status through supporting nationalism and secularism, developed under the
leadership of Kemal Atatürk, and through supporting left-wing-and social democratic 
parties with a strong Turkish-secular identification. The improvements in the status of the 
Alawites in Syria is both related, as earlier described, to French policy and the  

63 The Royal Hashemite family of Jordan claim descent from the Prophet Muhammed. The King 
of Jordan refers to this relationship as the basis for his spiritual legitimacy, which, from the 
ideological religious point of view is relevance to the Alawites. 
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opportunities offered within the military sector in combination with clever and tactical
political maneuvers, particularly within the Ba‘ath party, which stands for Arab 
Nationalism and gives space to secularism. 

- Although both the Alevi Turks and the Syrian Arab Alawites can blame the
Ottomans, and other Sunni Muslim rulers, for centuries of discrimination and, to a  
large extent, suppression, there is a difference in their approaches. The Alevi Turks stress 
the differences between themselves and those representing the old Ottoman establishment
and other anti-Alevi Turkish political actors, groups and parties, while Syrian Arab 
Alawites continue to consider all Turks, either representing the Ottomans or current
Sunni Muslim or Alevi parties and groups, as actors hostile or negative to Syria and its
national interests. 

- A crucial question has been how to achieve a balance between national unification 
and identification, Turkish in Turkey, Arab in Syria, and the class struggle, while at the
same time protecting their respective sectarian interests. 

- The Alawites in Syria, like most Syrians, have always criticized the French for
handing over the Sanjak of Alexandretta/Hatay to Turkey in 1939. In 1921 the Turkish
government had agreed on a compromise with the French, who had received the mandate
over the whole of Syria from the League of Nations. Turkey recognized that the Sanjak
should be administered under the terms of the mandate in return for extensive cultural
concessions. Controversy still surrounds the question of whether the Turks or the Arabs
were the largest single group in Alexandretta/Hatay at the time of its incorporation into
Turkey. 

- In this picture of controversial relationships between the Alevi Turks and the Syrian 
Arab Alawites, the Kurdish Alevis play a crucial role and are used in the game of Syrian-
Turkish antagonism. The Syrian government has at times given support to the PKK.64

Such an action is, of course, unacceptable to the Alevi Turks. 
To conclude, both the Alevi in Turkey and the Alawites in Syria have improved their

conditions, socially and economically, in the context of Kemalism and Ba’athism, 
stressing both secularism and nationalism. Their political influence has become obvious,
particularly in Syria. Those left behind on the threshold to the next century are the Alevi
Kurds as well as the Arab Alawites in Turkey. The battle in Turkey against the PKK
includes, as mentioned above, a tragic Alevi-Kurdish dimension.  

64 McDowall, ibid., pp. 420, 424 and 436. 
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