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Alevis 

The Alevis are a number of heteroge- 
neous socio-religious communities in Tur- 
key and the Balkans, historically referred 
to as Qizilbag, who in the twentieth cen- 
tury began to share in a common trans- 
regional Alevi identity called Alevism (Tr. 
Alevilik). 

1. GENEALOGY 
There are four primary historical mean- 

ings of the name Alevi (Ar. 'Alawi): (1) a 
descendent from the first Shfi Imam 'Ah 
b. Abi Talib; (2) a person following 'Ah 
and thus a Shr'i in the widest sense; (3) 
pejoratively, a heretic with SWi tendencies; 
and (4) since the early twentieth century, 
an umbrella term for those endogamous, 
socio-religious communities found mainly 
in Anatolia, Thrace, and, to a lesser extent, 
Bulgaria and Albania, which were histori- 
cally referred to as Qizilbag (Tr. E(lzi1bag). 
This entry is concerned with the fourth 
meaning. 

There are occasional pre-nineteenth cen- 
tury Anatolian references where the term 
Alevi appears to be used as a self-significa- 
tion, for example in a poem ascribed to the 
semi-legendary sixteenth-century Qzilbag 
poet F'ir Sultan Abdd, in which each stro- 
phe ends with the line Hiiseyntjim, Alevf3im 
ne denin ("I am Huseyni, I am Alevi, what 
do you say") (Oztelli 1996, 188-9). The 
ascriptions Huseyni and Alevi could refer 
to descent from the two figures or express 
symbolic attachment to them. In a poem 
attributed to the late sixteenth-/early sev- 
enteenth-century poet Kul Himmet, the 
term Nevi appears as a name: 
Cumle bir murgide demigler beli, 
Tesbihleri Allah Muhammed Ali, 
Megrebi Huseyni isrni Alevi, 
Muhammed Ali'ye qikar yollan. 
Altogether they say yes to the guide, 
The i r  prayer beads [repeat] Allah, 
Muhammad, 'Ak, 
Their affiliation is H u s e ~ - ,  their name is 
Alevi, 
Their  way leads to Muhammad-'Ali 
(Golpmarli 1963, 32). 

Such examples are rare, however, and 
they hardly signify more than a strong 
veneration of 'Ali and/or claims of an  
Alid pedigree. 

In modern times, the term Alevi be- 
gins to appear in the writings of foreign 
observers in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Here, Alevi ($&), also 
transliterated into European languages as 
Allevi (Luschan, 198), 'AlCvis (Grenard, 
5 12), Alevi (G. E. White, passim), or 'Alewi 
(Grothe, 156), is reported to be a self- 
identification used in opposition to the 
negatively loaded term Qizilbag. While 
the term Qizilbag had been used rather 
indiscriminately to denote the alleged 
moral and religious deviance of the thusly 
identified individuals and groups, the usage 



of the new term might have aimed at a 
more positive representation, comparable 
to the case of the Nusap-, who adopted 
the name 'Alawi in the 1920s to gain 
legitimacy against accusations of heresy 
(Firro 2005). 

Since Alevilik ("Alevism") is a modern 
concept applied to groups previously 
labelled Qizllbag, pre-twentieth century 
Alevis are sometimes referred to as Qizll- 
bag-Alevi. The gradual switch from the 
term Qizilbag to the new designation 
Alevi reflects an attempt to provide the 
respective groups with legitimacy in the 
wake of the emergence of a trans-regional 
Alevi group identity that transcends the 
localities of particular Alevi tribes. H.-L. 
Kieser (2000 and 2003) sees the emergence 
of an Alevi identity as having been en- 
couraged by the Tanzimat reforms, which 
corresponded with a growing demand for 
religious and national self-determination 
as articulated by non-Muslim minorities in 
Anatolia. Different Qzilbag-Alevi groups, 
some of which lived in close and friendly 
contact to Armenians, may have felt en- 
couraged to reconfigure their identities and 
emphasise their commonalities and con- 
nectedness. This process also may have 
been reinforced by the efforts of Sultan 
'Abd al-Hamid I1 (r. 1876-1909) to draw 
the Qizilbag-Alevi into Sunni orthodoxy. 
After a relatively liberal phase in the early 
years of the Young Turk regime, the state's 
grip on the Qzilbag-Alevi tightened again 
during the First World War, when the 
Young Turks began to aggressively push 
a vision of Sunni Turkish nationalism 
(White 1918, 247; Hasluck, 339; Kieser 
2003). A series of articles by Baha Sa'id 
published in the late 1920s in the nation- 
alist magazine Turk 2'iurdu (re-published 
by Gorkem 2000) marks the entrance of 
the notion of Alevilik in modern Turkish 

public discourse. Portraying Alevis as true 
preservers of Turkish language and culture, 
these and other Turkish nationalist writings 
(e.g. Atalay 1924; Yusuf Ziya [Yijriikan] 
1998) had an integrative aim insofar as 
they were softening the strong connotation 
of disloyalty and sectarianism originally as- 
sociated with the term Qizlbag. However, 
the new focus on the Turkishness of the 
Alevis implicitly questioned the legitimacy 
of Kurdish Alevis, who were (and are) 
therefore sometimes depicted as original 
Turks only incidentally made Kurdish 
(Atalay, 19). Given the threat perceived by 
the new Turkish nationalist order in light 
of recent Kurdish uprisings (the Dersim 
uprising of the Koqgiri Qizilbag-Alevi dur- 
ing 19 19-2 1, and the Shaykh Sa'id uprising 
in 1925), this can be read as a move to 
split the loyalties of the Alevis in order to 
undermine oppositional forces by rallying 
Sunnis and Alevis under the banner of 
Turkish nationalism. 

Nonetheless, the meaning of the term 
Nevi was in the 1920s still rather vague 
and was used as a form of self-identifica- 
tion not only by Qizi1ba~-Alevis but also by 
Bektagis (Atalay, passim). In fact, until the 
second half of the twentieth century, the 
regional communities that are today associ- 
ated with Alevism coalesced mostly under 
names such as Tahtaci, Cepni, Arnucah, 
KO$@, Zaza, Abdal, Bekmgi, Bedreddini, 
and Babaf (cf. Andrews 1989 and 2002). 
Most of these names reflect specific tribal, 
ethno-lingual, regional and/or profes- 
sional backgrounds. All of these groups, 
while fostering their particular identities, 
nevertheless share a huge amount of be- 
liefs, rituals, and social structures, as well 
as an overlapping reservoir of oral and, 
to a lesser extent, scriptural traditions. 
The Tahtaci (lit. "Woodworker," a name 
obtained by way of their specialisation 





in woodwork) are among the best studied 
of these Alevi subgroups (Illustrations 
1 and 2). They form a purely Turk- 
ish speaking, very exclusive community 
with a strong particularist identity even 
vis-i-vis other Alevis. Tahtaci are found 
mainlyin the Aegean and Mediterranean 
coastal regions of southwest Turkey (a region 
stretching over the provinces from Bahkesir 
to Konya, with a concentration in An- 
talya), and they cultivate a series of cus- 
toms distinguishing them from the rest of 
the Qizilbag-Alevis (Kehl [-Bodrogi] 1988; 
Engin 1998; qiblak 2005; cf. the early pio- 
neering work by Yusuf Ziya [Yoriikan]). 

Following the secularisation of Turkish 
society, instigated by the top-down mod- 
ernisation project in the early Republic 
of Turkey, and Turkish migration to the 
urban centres in the middle decades of the 
twentieth century, traditional identifications 
such as Tahtaci lost their social meaning, 
especially in urban environments, while 
the name Nevi became more prominent. 
Nevertheless, it took until the middle of 
the century before the label Alevi achieved 
predominance over the pejorative Qizilbaq 
as a signifier of a now trans-regional 
identity that cut across the boundaries of 
traditional identifications. Especially in 
regional contexts, however, the latter are 
still used, and some, mainly Kurdish Alevis, 
identify themselves as ESlzilbag (Shankland 
2003, 19). While the appropriation of the 
name Alevi and its gradual acceptance in 
the Turkish public reflects a certain im- 
provement of the Alevis' social standing, 
it is also true that for those hostile to the 
Alevis the new name retains the negative 
connotations of Qizilbaa. 

Today, by far the largest Alevi commu- 
nity exists in Turkey, with serious estimates 
ranging between 15 and 20% of the popu- 
lation (Andrews 1989, 56- 7, 1 16). About 

two thirds of them are Turkish speaking, 
the others speak north-western Iranian 
languages, either the Kurdish dialect Kur- 
manci, or Zazaki. Smaller, less researched 
Alevi communities exist in Thrace and 
the Balkans, mainly Bulgaria, and to a 
lesser extent in Albania. In Bulgaria, an 
overarching Alevi identity (here called 
Aliani) was less successful in replacing the 
still relatively strong traditional Qizilbag- 
Alevi identities of the Kizilbag, Bektaai, 
Baba'I, Musahip, and Bedreddini commu- 
nities (cf Georgieva 1991, De Jong 1993, 
Gramatikova 2001). Most Alevis of Turkey, 
with the exception of the Tahtaci, live 
traditionally in the central Anatolian and 
eastern provinces stretching from Ankara 
in the west to Bingol in the east, and from 
Arnasya in the north to Gaziantep in the 
south, with particularly strong populations 
in Tunceli, Tokat, Yozgat, Sivas, Erzincan, 
Bingol, Elazig, and Malatya. Relatively 
smaller Alevi communities can be found 
in Turkish Thrace, as well as west of the 
Marmara Sea. 

2. HISTORY 
The modern debate about Alevism's 

origins is intrinsically political. Histori- 
cally, the name Qizilbag designated the 
mainly Turkrnen and Iranian followers of 
the militant SUB order of the Safawiyya, 
who wore red headgear, hence the name 
Qizllbag ("red head"). In the late fifteenth 
century, the Safawiyya enhanced its po- 
litical ambitions, and in 1501 founded the 
nominally Twelver Shi'i Safavid Empire 
under the leadership of Shah Isma'il 
(d. 1524). Motivated by their political 
and spiritual bonds to Isma'il, whom they 
venerated as Mahdi, Anatolian Qizilbag 
undertook several anti-Ottoman revolts 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century 
(Sohrweide 1965). But the Ottomans 





Illustration 4. "Alevi Kurd, Varto, July 2002." Photograph by Amla Durak. 
Reproduced with permission. 



were able to suppress these uprisings, and 
subsequently strengthened their rule by 
means of resettlement, centralisation, and 
assimilation politics. The Qizilbag, on the 
other hand, sought shelter from Ottoman 
authority by withdrawing into remote areas 
of Anatolia. From an Ottoman perspec- 
tive, the Qzllbag appeared as politically 
unreliable and potentially subversive, and 
the latter could never entirely get rid of 
the stigma of treason attached to them 
(Ortayh 1997). Rhetorically, the Ottoman 
state legitimised its anti-Qizilbag measures 
with religious arguments: in addition to 
their political disloyalty, they were accused 
of heresy (Dressler 2005). When it turned 
out that the Safavids were ultimately un- 
able to challenge Ottoman hegemony in 
Anatolia, the religious attraction of the 
Safawi pin, who gradually subscribed to a 
more orthodox interpretation of Twelver 
Shr'ism, decreased (Glassen 197 1) although 
there is evidence that the connection be- 
tween Safavids and Anatolian Qizilbag 
groups continued into the seventeenth 
century (Karakaya-Stump 2008). Some 
of the Qizilbag-Alevis assimilated over 
time into the Sunni mainstream. Those 
who upheld their traditions were never 
totally integrated into Ottoman society. It 
was not until the rule of the Young Turks 
that individual Qzilbag-Alevis began to 
enter--if only at the lowest levels-into 
positions in Ottoman institutions (Kieser 
1998, 283). 

In Ottoman documents, the Qizilbag 
are usually referred to in derogatory and 
apologetic language. They are labelled raja5 
("heretics/schismatic"), miilhid ("apostate"), 
~ indq  ("unbeliever"), etc., terms used rather 
unanimously to delegitimise communities 
that were viewed as heterodox to given 
mainstream definitions of Islam (see Ahmet 
Refik 1932; Imber 1979; Ocak 1998). At- 

tached to these labels, which have been and 
still are used indiscriminately to denounce 
not only Alevis but also other groups at 
the margins of the Islamic discourse often 
sipdied as "extremist Shr'rs" &hul&) such as 
the Ah1 al-Haqq, Nusap-, Yezidi, and Sha- 
bak, is a set of discriminating stereotypes 
such as allegations of incest and, more 
generally, a lack of morals, negligence in 
the ritual practices, deification of human 
beings (especially 'Ali but also other saintly 
figures), as well as open defiance of the 
shan'a (Hasluck, 358-9). 

Ever since Western observers "discov- 
ered" the Qzilbag-Alevis in the mid-nine- 
teenth century, the thesis of their at least 
partial origins from Anatolian Christians 
has had its (mostly Christian) supporters 
(e.g. Kuzzel-bashes 1857). The method- 
ological problems behind that approach 
were pointed out by F W. Hasluck (Hasluck 
192 1). A second discovery of the Alevis 
began in the early twentieth century when 
Turkish intellectuals arLgued against such 
suggestions by attempting to demonstrate 
"a direct connection between Qizilbag- 
Alevism and pre-Islamic Turkish religions, 
and by claiming a purely Turkish racial 
origin for its adherents" (Karakaya-Stump 
2004, 33 1). In addition to the contributions 
of Baha Sa'id (d. 1939), Besim Atalay (d. 
1965), and Yusuf Ziya poriikan] (d. 1954), 
it was most prominently Mehmet Fuat 
Kopriilii's work on heterodox Anatolian 
Islam that established the parameters for 
the further study of Alevism as a syncretism 
built on pre-Islamic Turkish religion cast 
as Shamanism and Central Asian Turk- 
ish Sufism with incorporated elements 
of ghuliiw, Isma'ilism, as well as Batinism 
(batiniyya). These authors established a 
genealogical link connecting ancient 
Central Asian Turkish traditions with the 
Anatolian Baba5 and Bektag milieus, of 



which the Qizllbag and Nevi were seen as 
an extension. In the footsteps of Kopriilii, 
Irkne Milikoff conceptualises the Alevi and 
Bektag traditions as complex syncretism of 
Islamic with Manichaean and Christian ele- 
ments, dominated, however, by Altai-Turk- 
ish, pre-Islamic elements, for which reason 
she characterises Alevism as "Islamicised 
Shamanism" (esp. Milikoff 1998, chap. 
1; idem 2003). However, Devin DeWeese 
has convincingly criticised the idea that 
pre-Islamic Turkish religion could be suffi- 
ciently described as Shamanism arguing 
that Shaman practices were performed 
only by a limited group of religious special- 
ists who would be called upon for very par- 
ticular occasions (DeWeese, 32-50). While 
the thesis of Alevism's Turkish origins 
certainly fits well into the agenda of the 
Turkish nation-state project, it has to be 
noted that Kurmanci and increasingly also 
Zazaki-speaking Alevis have established 
competing ethno-religious discourses of 
Kurdish and/or Iranian, i.e., mainly Zoroas- 
trian, roots of Alevism (see Bruinessen 1997; 
cf. White and Jongerden 2003; Kieser 
2003). Most of contemporary Alevi-pro- 
duced historiography, however, situates 
the birth of Alevism in the context of the 
political struggle for leadership of the Mus- 
lim umma after the death of Muhammad 
more or less in line with the ShFi master 
narrative. 

Like MilikoK Ahmet Yagar Ocak also 
regards the thirteenth century as crucial 
for the emergence of the Alevi and Bektagi 
traditions. However, he puts relatively more 
emphasis on the historical and thematic 
lines that connect the Baba? and Bektag 
milieus with movements located within the 
Islamic tradition, such as the Safi traditions 
of the Yasawiyya and Wafa'iyya orders 
(Ocak 1989 and 1997; Eriinsal and Ocak 
1995). The formation of Qzilbag-Alevism 

undoubtedly has to be located in the period 
between the thirteenth and seventeenth 
centuries moulded by the demographic, 
socio-economic, political, and religious 
turbulences that took place between the 
Mongol invasion and the consolidation of 
Ottoman and Safavid powers, respectively 
Historical traces connect the socio-religious 
milieus of both the Bektap order and the 
Anatolian Qizllbaa with the revolutionary 
Bedreddin movement in the early fifteenth 
century (Balivet 1995); the Abdalan-i Riim 
dervishes which emerged in the fourteenth 
century, possibly as an extension from the 
Baba'i, and submerged into the Bektagi 
order in the sixteenth century (Karakaya- 
Stump 2008); and the Wafa'iyya order also 
linked to the Baba'i movement that had 
challenged Ram-Saljaq rule in 1240 (Ocak 
1989; Karakaya-Stump 2007; Dressler 
2002). 

The most characteristic feature of the 
socio-religious organisation of Qizllbaa- 
Alevism is the ocak system, which in fact 
predates the Qizilbag movement. Ocak 
("hearth") is the name of the sacred lin- 
eages of the dedes ("elders") and seyyids (Ar. 
sayyid), which were widespread in Anatolia, 
and roots of which can already be found in 
the environment of the Baba'T-movement 
in the thirteenth century. The term ocak 
itself is a vestige of pre-Islamic Turkish 
traditions, in which the hearth was the cen- 
tral place of the ancestral cult, a threshold 
to the world of the ancestors that secured 
a family or clan's existence (DeWeese, 
41-3). At least some of these ocaks had 
formalised affiliations with the Wafa'iyya 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
the time period during which the Qizilba~ 
movement emerged (Karakaya-Stump 
2007, and 2008). As recent research sug- 
gests, Iraq was the religious centre for many 
ocak lineages, and their representatives 



travelled there for zzjrzra (pilgrimage) of 
the Shfi Imams, as well as to be certified 
and to renew their genealogical claims of 
descent from the Prophet Muhammad, 
on which their charisma and authority as 
dede was dependent. It was only between 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
that the Wafa'iyya had submerged into the 
Bektag order, and that certain branches 
of the latter became recognised by many 
Qzllbag-Alevis as religious authorities. 
The currently predominant position of 
the Celebi-Bektagis from the convent in 
Hacibektag/Nevgehir, whose authority is 
based on the claim of direct descent from 
the semi-legendary thirteenth-century 
figure Hajji Baktash Wali (Tr. Haci Bektag 
Veli), as mother ocak, to which many other 
Alevi ocaks subscribe, is of a more recent 
development in the nineteenth century. 
In fact, some Alevi ocaks continued to 
have institutional connections with Iraqi 
Bektagis until the mid-twentieth century 
(Karakaya-Stump 2008). Endogamous 
community structures and hereditary kin- 
ship bonds became a distinctive feature of 
the Qzilbag-Alevis, distinguishing them 
from the Bekt~ais, with whom they share 
many beliefs and practices. In modern 
Turkish parlance, Alevis, who honour Haci 
Bektag Veli as their second most important 
saint after 'Ali, and Bektagis are often not 
distinguished-a phenomenon that can 
be observed already in the 1920s, that is 
at the very moment when the term Alevi 
slowly began to enter the public discourse. 
Atalay reports that many Bektagi would 
prefer to identify themselves by the term 
Alevi (Atalay, 6). Here, Nevi refers to the 
religious orientation. He also notes that 
the Anatolian Bektag, whom he refers to 
as "village Bektagis" (k$ Bekt@-lni) would 
be Alevi (Atalay, 7); more specifically, they 
would be Jajrari in terms of their madhhab 

and Bektqi and Alevi in regard of their 
tarTqa (Atalay, 4). 

3. TEXTS 
In Qizlbq-Alevi culture, texts were for 

the most part transmitted orally Compared 
to the oral transmission of religiously sig- 
nificant texts by the Qzilbag-Alevi bards, 
the @k (lit. "in love [with God]"), written 
texts were of secondary importance and 
only accessible to a literate elite. The oldest 
written manuscripts of the Qizilbag-Alevis 
can be traced back to the sixteenth century 
when parts of both Qzilbag and Bekmgi 
oral traditions were written down for the 
first time. The cluster of texts at the heart 
of the Qzilbag-Alevi literary tradition, 
which was preserved and transmitted by 
the ocak families, reflects its syncretistic 
character. Thus, Alevis count as part of 
their scriptural heritage many texts that 
originated outside of Anatolia and were 
at some point integrated into Qizllbag- 
Alevism. 

The most widespread and distinctive 
texts of the Qizilbag-Alevis are the so- 
called buyruk ("Order(s)"). The earliest 
buyruk go at least as far back as the reign 
of the Safavid Shah Tahmasp (d. 1576), 
who apparently sent them to his Qizilbaa 
followers as a means of instruction and 
indoctrination. Still, similar text material 
might already have been in use as instruc- 
tion manuals of the Safawiyya (Yildlz 2004, 
329). Buyruk manuscripts related to those 
found among Anatolian Alevis exist among 
the Shabak of Iraq, who are also former 
Qizilbag allies of the Safavids and who bear 
many similarities with the Qizllbag-Alevis 
(Bruinessen 1998). The variety of buyruk 
manuscripts, of which there are as of yet 
no critical editions, suggests that they were 
originally not seen as unalterable sacred 
canons, but rather used and transmitted 



in line with the needs of a mainly oral 
culture, and subject to alterations and ad- 
ditions (Otter-Beaujean 1997, 2 15). The 
manuscripts can roughly be divided into 
two main textual traditions of which there 
exist several versions of each. First, the so- 
called Shaykh Saf7 Buyru& (original title 
MenGhbu'l-&ir Behetu'l-Ahrir), named after 
the patron saint of the Safawiyya, Shaykh 
Safiuddin Ardabili, who is given a prorni- 
nent role therein; this is the most widely 
disseminated buyruk among the Alevis. The 
oldest manuscript of this text dates back 
to the early seventeenth century and is 
located at the Konya Mevlana Museum 
(published by Ahmet Tag@ 2004); the first, 
partial, edition of a Shaykh Saf? Buyrub 
had been published by Mehmet Yaman 
(1984). Secondly, the so-called Ca'fer es- 
Sadlk Buyrub, named after the sixth ShCi 
Imam, who likewise figures here as a main 
authoritative voice. This text has been re- 
ferred to as Zihtacz Buyru, by some due to 
its importance for the Tahtaci, whose rih- 
als follow its instructions relatively closely 
(Yild~z 2004, 330). Today there are several 
printed editions transcribed in Latin script, 
the most reliable of which being those of 
Aytekin (1 958) (the very first publication of 
the text) and Bozkurt (20063). 

The buyruk texts, written for the most 
part in a conversational style, contain doc- 
trinal instructions, as well as elaborations 
on Shiii and Safi narratives and concepts. 
Central themes are the mythology sur- 
rounding the kzrklar cemi (see below), the 
hierarchies within the community and 
obligations attached to a particular rank, 
the rules and stages of the religious path 
such as the tasawwuf concept of the "four 
gates" (dort kapz), and the al-insin al-kiimil. 
Further important themes are the role and 
life of 'Ah and the ah1 al-bayt, illustrations 
of the meaning of the relationship between 

'Ah and Muhammad, as well as sayings of 
'h-, M&ammad, Ja'far al-Sadiq, Safiuddin 
Ardabili, as well as other Imams and Safi 
saints. It is interesting to note that these 
buyruk texts, based on sixteenth-century 
materials, have hardly any elements of pre- 
Islamic religious themes. This, and their 
strong ShCi orientation, distinguishes the 
buyruk texts from the materials produced 
in roughly the same period in the related 
and partially overlapping Bektag milieus. 
The latter, as for example the Haci Bektag 
hagiography, are deeply imbued with pre- 
Islamic religious elements, but display no 
particularly ShVi influence (MClikoff 1998, 
106-7). Both strings appear to have merged 
in the course of the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries, as for example the poems 
of Pir Sultan Abdd and even more so Kul 
Himmet from this time period indicate (cf. 
MClikoff 1998, passim; Aslanoglu 1997). 
Certainly, the Turkish akhi and j%tuwwa 
traditions of the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries, with their chivalrous virtues and 
their veneration of 'Ah as the embodiment 
of their ideals, have contributed to a certain 
respect for Shfr symbols in Anatolia (Me- 
likoff 1998, 107-15). But it is still unclear 
to what extent pre-Islamic and ShPi ele- 
ments, which became the religious melange 
characteristic of Qizdbag-Alevism from the 
sixteenth century onwards, had began to 
amalgamate already earlier among the ocak 
members and their followers. 

Historically, buyruk texts, with their de- 
tailed description and explanation of the 
Qizdbag ritual, might have served the deda, 
the leaders of Qizilbag-Alevi communi- 
ties, as sources for ritual and mythological 
knowledge. Until the first publication of 
buyruk texts in the mid-twentieth century, 
the manuscripts were kept in secret by 
the dede families and were difficult to ac- 
cess for outsiders. Recently, they regained 



importance in the context of Alevi endea- 
vours to legitimise Alevism vis-his Sunni 
mainstream discourse, which tends to 
favour scripture over oral traditions. 

The religious literature circulating 
among Qzllbag-Alevi and Bekag overlaps 
considerably. A major text of this shared 
tradition is the Meniikcb-z Hacz BekQ-z Eli, 
also known as fil@etniime ("hagiography") 
of Haci Bektag Veli, which recounts his life 
and miracles. There are many manuscripts 
of this text, the earliest of which date 
back to the sixteenth century. Its initial 
version, of which there is as yet no criti- 
cal edition, originated during the reign of 
Bayezid I1 (r. 148 1-1 5 12). The text was 
published first in German translation by 
E. GroB in 1927; since, there have been 
several Turkish editions, for example 
those by A. Golpinarli, first published 
in 1958, and E. Cogan (1996). Another 
popular hagiography, which originated in 
the early Bektagi milieu and subsequently 
entered the Qizilbag-Alevi tradition, is the 
Hacim Sultan Vilayetnamesi. According 
to Ocak, this text, which has survived 
only in a relatively small amount of scat- 
tered manuscripts, even slightly precedes 
the Menalub-1 Haci Bektag-1 Veli (Ocak 
1992, 52). It illustrates the fabulous story 
of Hacim Sultan, a khal$a of Haci Bektag. 
According to the legend, both were sent 
by Ahmad Yasawi and arrived in Anatolia 
together (the text was published in 1914 
with German translation by G. Jacob and 
R. Tschudi). A further text of this Bekt~?i 
milieu which embodies the ethos of early 
Ottoman gh&i Islam, in which pre-Islamic 
and Islamic elements fused and a conquest- 
oriented$2d ethos accompanies elements 
of religious eclecticism, is the Abdal Musa 
Vilayetname. This hagiography bears 
strong similarities to the Haci Bektaa hagi- 
ography (see Guzel 1999). 

Qizlbq-Alevis and Bek~gis further hon- 
oured a number of popular Shii texts of 
both educational and contemplative char- 
acter. Among those are the Husnzje (also 
Risde-i Husniye), an apologetic prose text 
defending Twelver Shr'ism against Sunnism 
stemming from an early sixteenth-century 
Arabic text, which had been translated 
and spread by the Safavids among their 
followers. Also in this category belongs 
the Faziletniime by the late fifteenth-/early 
sixteenth-century Mehmed b. F a d  Yem-ni. 
Yemini is credited for having contributed 
to the spread of hue3  ideas in Anatolia 
and Iran. The Faziletniime, imbued with 
&awwuf and hue5 concepts, is dedicated to 
'Ali's exceptional life and character and the 
miracles surrounding him (Ottoman edition 
by H. Hizir and A. Haydar, 1327/ 1909; for 
an edition in modern Turkish, see E Giir- 
gen 1960). The Ciiuidiinnime of Fadlullah 
Astarabadi (d. 1394), the founder of the 
hun$Tmovement, can also be found in Alevi 
and especially Bektap circles. Finally to be 
mentioned is a series of texts describing 
and mourning Imam Husayn's martyrdom 
at Karbala', called Maktel-i Huseyin (similar 
versions are widely dispersed throughout 
Arab, Persian, and Turkish Shi'i lands). 
One of the most widely spread texts of 
this genre in Anatolia is the Kumru (also 
Kenzu 'I-Mesiiib). Into the same category 
belongs the Hadzkatu 's-Su'adii ("The Garden 
of the Blissful") of the great Turkish poet 
(Mehmed b. Siileyrnan) Fuzali (d. 1556). 
This text, much honoured by Alevi and 
Bektag, tells the story of the ah1 al-bayt cul- 
minating in the Karbala' massacre (Turkish 
edition, $. Gungor 1987). 

All of the abovementioned texts bear 
strong elements of oral culture, reflecting 
an environment in which the written word 
was not so much something to be read, but 
rather a reminder of stories that were to be 



Illustration 5. 'Nevi Kurd, Varto, July 2002". Inside the shrine of the Nevi dede sayyid Ncsirni (1860-1948). Photograph by - 
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told, rites that had to be conducted, prayers 
that had to be said, poems and songs that 
had to be performed. In fact, poetry ap- 
pears to have been the main carrier of 
the Qizllbag-Alevi tradition, allowing for 
both continuity and change. While some 
of this poetry has been conserved in hand- 
written poem anthologies (conk) and &wCn 
works, it has been mostly transmitted via 
the memory of the Qizllbag-Alevi bards. 
Qizllbag-Alevis revere in particular the 
so-called "seven distinguished bards" Cyedi 
ulu ozan), namely Hawk (the penname of 
Shah Isma'il), Nesim-, Yemini, Fuzah, E'ir 
Sultan Abdd, Kul Himmet, and Virani (for 
information regarding their lives and works, 
see MClikoff 1998). The Alevi Qzk, also 
called ozan, can be compared to the Celtic 
bard, the French troubadour, or the Ger- 
man minnesiqer (Reinhard, 200), and he has 
a crucial function for the transmission of 
the cultural memory of the Qizllbag-Alevi. 
When the @k performs, usually accompa- 
nying himself on the saZ (a long-necked 
lute), he interprets his own poems as well 
as those of other Zpks, living and past. His 
repertoire comprises epic tales, songs of 
worldly love and devotion, religious hymns, 
mythical and mystical allegories, as well 
as social and political critiques. The Q k  
accompanies the Qin-i cm ceremony (lit. 
"celebration of community"), the central 
Alevi rite (short: cem). Singing religious 
hymns (called nejis or dg@) while playing 
the saz in the cem is a function invested 
with high social prestige (Illustrations 6 
and 7). While it is one of the primary 
functions of a dede to provide introduction 
in the ritual and mythical knowledge and 
to introduce the rules of the path Cyol), 
it is one of the primary functions of the 
@k to pass on and interpret the traditions 
through his songs. Religious themes of @k 
poetry include the adoration of the twelve 

Shii Imams, especially 'Ali; the rules of the 
path, the relationship between a religious 
guide (miiryid, i.e., the dede) and his disciple 
(murid), as well as ethical instructions. The 
ti.$ tradition continues today, though it has 
lost its former function as guarantor of the 
textual memory of the community with 
increasing literacy and scripturalisation of 
Alevi texts (cf. Dressler 2003). While the 
stock of Qizllbag-Alevi poetry is closely 
related and overlaps considerably with 
Bekta~i poetry, the latter tends to be richer 
in regards to mystical and cosmological 
speculation. 

4. BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 
The religious worldview of Alevism is 

based on a b@ini interpretation of Islam 
stressing the inner meaning of religion. 
Relativising the external (~Zhiq dimensions 
of iman ("faith"), Alevis play down both the 
literal meaning of the Qur'an as well as 
the practical religious duties of mainstream 
Islam. While most Alevis would recognise 
the Qur'an as an important book and 
revelation, they also accept the Shii accusa- 
tion of an alleged Sum- alteration of the 
text. While many Qur'anic references can 
be found in the texts of the Alevi tradition, 
the Qur'an plays a rather marginal role in 
Alevi practice. In light of the assirnilationist 
pressures faced in a majority Sunni envi- 
ronment, Alevi apologetics tend to ascribe 
a secondary role to the Qur'an, which is 
expressed in popular sayings such as "I am 
the speaking Qur'an" (konujan Kuran benim) 
ascribed to 'Ak. Alev~s consider mainstream 
Islamic practices of secondary importance 
for those who long for the "Truth" (haqq), 
i.e., God. The American missionary G. E. 
White recounts the following typical Nevi 
response to a Sunni inquiring about the 
former's observance of the ritual prayer: 
"What does the Almighty need, of your 





Illustration 7. "Nevi Zaza, Tunceli, August 2004". Scene from a c a  ceremony in the Tunceli cemevi ("cem house"). 21 V) 
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prayers.. .; He knows what you are with- 
out your telling Him" (G. E. White, 228). 
While the texts of the Qizilbag-Alevi tradi- 
tion suggest that the degree to which this 
bitini worldview led to outright rejection of 
shank law varied, there is no doubt about 
the Alevis' general lack of commitment 
to a strict following of the main Islamic 
observances, or their avoidance of shank 
courts. Alevis do not fast during Ramadan, 
but traditionally for twelve days during the 
month of Muharram in commemoration 
of the Karbala' tragedy The fast is called 
matm orucu ("fast of grief"). Alevis do not 
aspire to the haj  to Mecca, but instead 
regard the human heart as the real Ka'ba 
to which every human should turn. Pilg- 
rimages to shrines with local or trans- 
regional Alevi sigdicance, such as the holy 
shrines of the Shi'i in Iraq, and-more 
popular in modern times-the mausoleum 
of Haci Bektag in Cappadocia, are, how- 
ever, of great significance (Illustration 8). 
In Alevism, God's transcendent otherness 
is relativised by huliil, i.e., the inner-worldly 
manifestation of the divine, especially in 
'Ah, as well as by an adaptation of Ibn al- 
'Arabf's wa&at al-mjiid and hu6Jinfluence. 
The divine is believed to be present in cer- 
tain stones, springs, trees, as well as in saints 
and their tombs (Engin and Franz 2001, 
vol. 2, part 2). The veneration of a wide 
array of natural objects and sacred places, 
often in defiance of official orthodoxy, is 
widespread in rural forms of Islam and not 
distinctively Alevi (Illustration 9). Bruines- 
sen sees especially Kurdish and Zaza Alevi 
practices rooted in the veneration of nature 
and alludes to possible influences by their 
Yezidi, Nusayri, and Armenian neighbours 
(1997, esp. 3-7). 

Shf'i motifs are prominent in Qzilbag- 
Alevism's textual tradition (especially in 
the byruk), permeate its religious language 

and imagery, and are omnipresent in its 
cosmology, myths, and ritual. Characteristic 
for Qizilbag-Alevism is the central place of 
'Ah, venerated as the shCh ("king") of the 
saints, in ritual and cosmology. Mtlikoff 
sees in the Qizlbag-Alevi veneration of 'Ah 
a merger of pre-Islamic Turkish cosmol- 
ogy and Shi'i terminology (MClikoff 200 1, 
75-8 1). Alevi 'Ali imagery would resemble 
the belief in the archaic natural forces of 
the not-yet-Islamicised Turks, with 'Mi 
embodied in the crane bird (turna), who 
figures very prominently in Qizlbag-Alevi 
poetry and ritual (Arnaud-Demir 2002; cf. 
Mtlikoff 200 1, 7 7- 8). While influences of 
pre-Islamic Turkish religion on the Alevi 
religious worldview as a whole can hardly 
be denied, the dominant element appears 
nevertheless to be the popular Shfi narra- 
tive with leanings towards elements mar- 
ginalised by orthodox ShTi theology, such 
as belief in the divinity of 'Ah, and the 
transmigration of souls (tan&ukh), as well 
as the significance of divine knowledge 
(ma'rifa or 'ilm) ascribed to the ah1 al-bayt, 
especially 'Ali, and also embodied in the 
Alevi dedes. With the Karbala' incident as 
its foundational myth, the Alevi narrative 
evolves as a chain of suffering, ultimately 
only to be overcome by the return of the 
MUM. This mood of suffering comes alive 
in the @in-i cem ritual, where the fate of the 
dl al-bayt, especially Husayn's martyrdom 
at Karbala', is emotively commemorated. 
This salvation narrative has seen its secular- 
ised reincarnations in the twentieth century, 
when it was projected through the lenses 
of nationalist and leftist ideologies (Bumke 
1979, Dressler 1999, Vorhoff 1999). 

The dominance of Shs'i mythology in 
Qizilbag-Alevism can largely be attributed 
to the Safavid influence and the buyruk 
texts, which illustrate the cosmological 
significance of the connection between 
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Illustration 8. "Nevi Turk, Hacibektag, August 2004." Two women praying at thc sarcophagus of Haci Bektag Veli in his 51 m 

mausoleum. Photograph by Attila Durak. Reproduced with permission. 



Illustration 9. "Alevi Turk, Hacibektag, August 2004." Sacred rock in the vicinity of Hacibektag 
visited by pilgrims during annual festival in honour of Haci Bektag Veli. Photograph by Attila Durak. 

Reproduced with permission. 

Muhammad and 'Ah. Both created from 
one divine light, their existence precedes 
the creation of mankind, an understand- 
ing that led to much mystical speculation 
on the nature of Muhammad-'Mi, and 
Allah-Muhammad-'Ah. The apocryphal 
prophetic hadith, popular among SWis, an5 
madinah-1 flmi wa %ti biibuhG ("I am the city 
of knowledge, and 'Ah is its gate"), can also 
be found in the byruk texts (see e.g. Aytekin, 
203), where it is interpreted in terms of an 
essential identity of the two. However, a 
prominent element in byruk text and oral 
Alevi tradition, the mythos of the kzrklar 
cemi ("Cem of the Forty"), which describes 
M&ammad's reunion during his mi%g.with 
the thirty-nine prophets and saints led by 

'Ah, clearly establishes the latter's superi- 
ority. This is also reflected in Alevi ritual 
texts and poetry, and reflects a superiority 
of wilga ("sainthood," Tr. velget) over 
nubuwwa ("prophethood," Tr. niibiivvet). The 
Gp'n-i cem, the nucleus of Alevi practice, is a 
ritual re-enactment of the kzrklar cemi. The 
cem was traditionally held once a year and 
fulfils both religious and social functions. 
Cem ceremonies, which comprise prayers, 
listening to religious hymns (nefes), and 
ritualised dialogues between the dede and 
his affiliated @lib community (see below), 
are for the most part conducted in Turk- 
ish, with the exception of certain Arabic 
prayer formulas. While some of the Kurd- 
ish Alevis conduct the cem in their native 



Illustration 10. "Nevi Turk, Hacibektag, August 2004." Girls of a semah group at annual festival in honour of Hacl Bektag Veli. 
Photograph by Attila Durak. Reproduced with permission. 



Illustration 11. Firik dede (d. 2007) with his 
saz, Ovaclk (Tunceli). Photograph from the 

private collection of Ali Ekber Firik. 
Reproduced with permission. 

Zazaki or Kurmanci tongues, others also 
use Turkish as a ritual language. Some- 
times it is called oniki hizrnet cem ("Cem of 
the Twelve Services"), a name relating to 
the twelve symbolic services fulfilled by the 
same number of individuals. This gives 
the ceremony its unique structure (Yaman 
1998). Not every village had its own dede, 
who would usually come at least once a 
year to perform the cm and collect his due 
(haqq AllrZh). To the distinctive features of 
the cem belongs also the semah (Ar. sarna') 
dance, a ritual performed jointly by men 
and women in circular movement in imi- 
tation of the flight of the holy crane bird 
turna (Illustration 10); the semah is mytho- 
logically rooted in Muhammad's spontane- 
ous dance while intoxicated by grape juice 

consumed at the kzrklar cemi as reported in 
the buyruk. The ritual consumption of jerbet 
(fruit syrup) during the cern, depending on 
region and context sometimes also alcohol, 
refers to this mythical event. 

One of the most distinctive socio-cultural 
features of Alevism is the institution of 
rnusahiplik ("companionship"), also called 

yo1 kardejli6 ("brotherhood on the path"). 
Musahiplik is founded in the companionship 
and unity of Muhammad-'&-, and refers to 
a voluntary lifelong union of two couples 
with both religious and socio-economic 
significance (Kehl-Bodrogi 1997). Musahip 
couples vow to support each other through 
any hardship, and the connection is consid- 
ered to surpass those of blood relationships. 
In the traditional context, entering a rnusahip 
communion, ritually celebrated in a special 
cern ceremony, meant initiation into the 
ritual community. Since the second half of 
the twentieth century, however, the socio- 
religious sigmficance and rate of occurrence 
of musahiplik, practiced with slight regional 
differences, has sharply declined. In strongly 
secularised, largely urbanised environments 
requiring a high degree of flexibility, musa- 
hiplik communions, a part of the traditional 
socio-economic net of traditional rural 
Alevism, are difficult to maintain. 

In traditional Alevism, i.e., Alevism as 
it was practiced prior to the erosion of its 
community structures due to urbanisation 
and secularisation from the 1950s onward, 
dedelik, the office of the dede, a male prerog- 
ative, comprised important social and reli- 
gious leadership functions (Illustration 1 1). 
Following Kopriilii, Mklikoff sees in the 
dede a continuation of the pre-Islamic 
Turkish shaman, the karn-ozan, who was 
able to travel to the world of the spirits 
and to assume the forms of certain ani- 
mals, functioning as a healer and me- 
diator (MClikoff 1998, 9-1 3). Shamanistic 



features notwithstanding, it was his heal- 
ing and mediating skills as well as the 
idea of his distinguished descent, soy, that 
became over time the backbone of the 
dede's authority. Alevi dedes are revered as 
seyyids, i.e., descendents from the prophet 
Muhammad-in Alevism as a rule via 
Muhammad's daughter FaGma and 'Ah. 
Kurdish Alevis mostly refer to their dedes as 
seyyzd. In addition, many dedes claim ances- 
try from Anatolian saintly figures from the 
thirteenth to the sixteenth century, many 
of which appear already in early Bekmqi 
literature such as the Han BektQ E@etneCnamesi 
and the Meniikib ul-Kuds&ye (Erunsal and 
Ocak 1995). The sacred ocak lineages of 
the dedes are complemented by non-ocak 
lineages, whose members are called hilib 
("seeker"), a tajawwuf terminus used for 
novices on the Safi patb. The relationship 
between members of an ocak clan and those 
!tilib who recognise the members of this 
ocak as dede is described in terms of par- 
ents and children. Intermarriage between 
the two groups was considered incest and 
strictly forbidden, and the bonds between 
particular dede and hilib families used to be 
hereditary. Competing ocaks are in compli- 
cated hierarchical relations with each other, 
where some ocaks are themselves in a tdib 
position towards another ocak. Reputation 
and authority of different ocak, and indeed 
different types of ocak, vary significantly. 
Historically, dedes were able to designate 
representatives among their ttilib follow- 
ers, who would then temporarily take over 
some of the dede's functions. Quite often, 
those aides bequeathed their positions 
to their offspring, and their lineage then 
earned recognition as so-called dikme ocak 
("makeshift ocaks"). Some Alevis argue that 
many of the ocaks existing in Turkey today 
are actually dikme ocaks lacking the charisma 
of an Alid pedigree (Yaman 2004). 

The main role of the dede is to lead 
the Alevi rituals, especially the cem (Illustra- 
tion 12). The dede's functions within the cem 
are manifold. His presence and guidance 
is a precondition for the ceremony, where 
he acts as instructor on the requirements 
and rules of the mystical path. In addition, 
the dede traditionally acted as mediator and 
judge (for examples of dedes' social roles in 
a Turkish Alevi village in the late 1980s, 
see Shankland 2003, esp. 109-1 1, 121-2, 
130-1). In the traditional setting, the cem 
ceremonies were places of conflict resolu- 
tion and reconciliation between members 
of the community; the dede had the power 
to reprimand unruly behaviour, and even 
expel members from the community The 
functioning of traditional Alevi communi- 
ties was dependent on a system of social 
control and corresponding ethics, which 
are paradigmatically expressed in the 
command to "control your hand, your 
tongue, and your waist" (eline, diline, beline 
sah$ olmak), which has Manichean origins 
(MClikoff 1998, 163). Also found in the 
buyruk texts, this command condemns trans- 
gressions committed by hand (theft, beg- 
ging), tongue (lying, defamation, insult) and 
waist (adultery, sexual contact outside the 
ritual community). 

5. MODERN DEVELOPMENTS: 
SECULARISATION AND RELIGIOUS 
REVIVAL 
The transformations Alevism underwent 

in the twentieth century can be summarised 
in terms of, first, secularisation and as- 
similation, then politicisation, and finally 
a cultural and religious revitalisation (for a 
concise overview, see Ellington 2004). The 
secularisation politics of the early Turkish 
Republic affected the social structures of 
Alevism. The 1925 ban of the Safi orders, 
titles, and activities impacted also on the 





Alevis, especially those with ties to the 
Celebi Bekta~is. There are accounts of 
how dedes were discriminated against by 
local state representatives in the early years 
of the Republic. Much more ~i~gnificant, 
however, was the economically motivated 
exodus to the urban centres in the middle 
of the century, which often cut the regu- 
lar personal interaction between ocak and 
tdib families thus undermining the social 
foundation of traditional Alevi communi- 
ties (Shankland 2003, 135-6). With many 
of the younger Alevi generations turning 
to leftist ideologies in the 1960s and 70s, 
the dedes' authority lost further ground, and 
dedes were often portrayed as charlatans 
exploiting ordinary people (Bumke 1979). 
The dissolution of traditional Alevism was 
gradual, with different speeds and intensity 
depending on social and geographic loca- 
tion. With the exception of sporadic phases 
of limited publicity due to the efforts of 
small groups of activists, Alevis for the 
most part of the twentieth century took 
refuge in tuqyya and kept away from pub- 
lic discourse. This changed dramatically 
with the increasing polarisation between 
the militant right and the left in the 1960s 
and 1970s. The former denounced Alevis 
as Kizilba~, Kurds, and communists, re- 
garding them as threatening at once the 
religious, ethnic, and political identity of 
the country In the same period, a new 
Alevi middle class began to evolve in the 
cities. The breakdown of the traditional 
hierarchies facilitated the emergence of a 
new urban Alevi elite, i.e., individuals who 
assumed leadership functions in secular 
Alevi organisations in the 1980s and 1990s. 
In the late 1980s, Alevism experienced a 
dramatic revival, and from then on Alevis 
put strong emphasis on their religious iden- 
tity. This development has to be situated 
in the aftermath of the 1980 coup d'Ctat, 

in which the ideological parameters of the 
Turkish state were redefined in terms of a 
moderate Islamic nationalism. Alevis were 
obvious targets of this new politics, which 
defined Turkish Islam as Sunni Islam, 
and which paved the way for intensified 
efforts in assimilating them, for example 
through the establishment of mandatory 
religious education (based on the Sunni 
faith) in schools and the increase in the 
mostly unwanted construction of mosques 
in Alevi villages. In the 1990s, Alevis were 
then discovered by the military and by the 
secularist elites as allies in the ideological 
battle against the growing movement of 
political Islam. 

In the 1980s, many observers had al- 
ready forecast the extinction of Alevism, 
predicting its survival in folkloristic forms 
only As a consequence of secularisation 
and the far-reaching dissolution of tradi- 
tional community structures, most Alevis 
of today are widely disconnected from 
traditional Alevi practices. But in a situ- 
ation in which Islam was reinforced as a 
pillar of Turkish identity new opportunity 
spaces for the promulgation of religious 
symbols opened up. Appropriating these 
opportunities, Alevis began to formulate 
Alevism increasingly in religious terms, 
forcefully confronting Turkish society with 
their demands for recognition as a religious 
tradition significantly different from Sunni 
Islam. In the 1990s, following the Alevi 
re-emergence, Turkey and also countries 
with ~i~gnificant amounts of Turkish im- 
migrants, such as Germany, witnessed a 
process whereby the public appearance of 
Alevism changed tremendously (Sokefeld 
2008). Alevis began to engage in com- 
munity building through cultural, social, 
religious, and political projects with the 
aim to revitalise and at the same time 
modernise Alevi traditions and to foster 



Alevi consciousness, especially among 
the younger generations. The Alevi re- 
emergence was accompanied by processes 
of differentiation along the fault lines of 
political identity characteristic for Turkish 
politics in general. A variety of Alevi dis- 
courses developed, competing in the way 
they relate political, religious, and ethnic 
identities (Vorhoff 1995 and 1998; Dressler 
2002). The spectrum of self-identification 
within Alevism is quite impressive. While 
there is a broad consensus among Alevis 
that they are different from Sunnis, there 
is no agreement on the precise grounds of 
this difference. A major issue with serious 
political implications is the question as to 
whether Alevism should be seen primarily 
as a religious tradition, a culture, or an 
Anatolian worldview/philosophy and/or 
way of life. While the religious option has 
gained predominance since the mid- 1990s, 
those emphasising the religious dimensions 
of Alevism still find much to disagree with 
each other in regard to the particulars of its 
religious character. Religious identifications 
range from "Alevism is the essence of 
Islam" to "Alevism is a religion in its own 
right." For some, Alevism is an Islamic 
sub-group comparable to the Sunni and 
ShFi sects, or comparable to the recognised 
madhhabs of Islam; others stress its syncretis- 
tic character or closeness to other religions, 
such as Zoroastrianism or Christianity. 

The Alevis' going public was accelerated 
by two significant incidents in the 1990s. 
On 2 June 1993, thirty-five people-most 
of them Alevi-died after a group of 
Islamist Sunnis set fire to a hotel in Sivas 
that hosted guests of the annual festival 
honouring the sixteenth-century Qizilbag 
poet Prr Sultan Abdd. Local security forces 
watched the horrific massacre without 
intervening. The second incident occurred 
in 1995 in Istanbul's Gazi neighbourhood, 

populated mainly by Kurds and Alevis. 
In demonstrations following a mysterious 
drive-by shooting of guests at an Alevi 
coffeehouse on 12 March, 19 demonstra- 
tors were killed in violent clashes with the 
police (see Jongerden 2003). These horrific 
incidents, the most deadly ones in a series 
of anti-Alevi violence in the 1990s, had 
a traumatising effect on the Alevis and 
accelerated Alevi identity formation and 
organisation building process. Kurdish 
(including Zaza) Alevis in particular see 
themselves in a double minority position, 
disadvantaged due to both their religious 
and ethnic identities. While Turkish, Kurd- 
ish, and Zaza Alevi identities certainly 
have particular ethno-cultural and political 
underpinnings, they are united by a shared 
memory of Alevi history as a chain of 
suffering. This narrative is emblematically 
anchored in the Karbala' tragedy, and it 
connects the memory of suppressive Ot- 
toman policies against the Qizilbay with 
modern experiences of discrimination and 
violence. The Kurdish Alevi rebellions of 
Ko~giri in 1920-1 and Dersim in 1937-8 
(Kieser 1998 and 2003), crushed by the 
Turkish nationalist forces of the indepen- 
dence movement and the young Turkish 
Republic respectively, anti-Alevi violence in 
Sivas and M a r a ~  (1978) and Gorum (1980) 
(see Jongerden 2003, and Sinclair-Webb 
2003), and a perceived hesitance of state 
forces to interfere against "anti-sectarian" 
violence targeting Kurdish and/or Alevi 
subjects, all reinforce this narrative. De- 
spite the political differentiation of Alevi 
discourses, this memory, as well as vaguely 
used symbols of Alevi ~articularism have a 
strong integrative power (Massicard 2003). 
What Alevis further share is a tendency to 
construct Alevism as a tradition with uni- 
versal appeal and vocation. As Shankland 
argues, "the efficacy of the Alevi religion as 



an instrument of social control is growing 
less but that of Alevi religion as a culture, 
as a collection of interlocking ideals and 
symbols which people may use to assert 
their identity, survives with greater ease" 
(Shankland 2003, 153). 

An essential question for the future of 
Alevism as a religious tradition is how 
to revitalise and sustain the dede institu- 
tion (Dressler 2006). Especially in urban 
environments, the mediating functions of 
the dede, tied into the social fabric of tradi- 
tional Alevism, have largely vanished. The 
cern ceremonies conducted in the modern 
cernevis ("cem houses") of the urban Alevi 
organisations are widely indifferent towards 
traditional dede-glib affiliations, which had 
in a traditional setting been a prerequisite 
for the ceremony. The relatively few still 
practicing dedes are responsible for ritual 
and to a certain extent religious instruc- 
tion, but are generally deprived of their 
social leadership functions. Several Alevi 
organisations have embarked on developing 
dede education programs, which might con- 
tribute to a certain standardisation of espe- 
cially Alevi practices. In general, the role 
of the reinstituted dede is mostly restricted 
to the sphere of ritual. The representation 
and organisation of local and trans-local 
Alevi communities is in the hands of a 
new Alevi lay elite, better equipped to deal 
with the bureaucratic, media, and legal 
issues Alevis are currently facing in their 
quest for public recognition. The changes 
in Alevi leadership and representation 
are emblematic for the development of 
Alevism at large, which can be described 
as a process of secularisation in terms of 
a transformation from an exclusive, socio- 
cultural community based on hereditary 
charismatic authority towards an inclusive 
universal identity grounded in egalitarian 
humanistic ideals (Dressler 2008). 
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Alhambra 

T h e  Alhambra is a walled complex of 
palaces built on the fortified Sabika hilltop 
overlooking the city of Granada, which 

was the seat of power of the Nasrids (r. 
629-897/ 1232-1492), the last Muslim 
dynasty in al-Andalus. T h e  site had been 
settled and a fortress built by the Umayyads 


