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The AKP, sectarianism, and the Alevis’ struggle for equal rights
in Turkey
Ayfer Karakaya-Stump

Lyon G. Tyler Department of History, College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, VA, USA

ABSTRACT
The Justice and Development Party (AKP), which has been ruling
Turkey since 2002, was founded by a splinter group from within
the Islamist Virtue Party (FP). The most obvious difference
between the old guard of the FP and the younger, reformist
cadres who established the AKP was the latter’s deliberate and
efficacious implementation of the discourse of democracy and
human rights in articulating their political agenda. This discursive
shift not only increased the AKP’s votes, but also gained them
many supporters among liberal intellectuals in Turkey and abroad,
who saw in them a potential to reconcile Islam with democracy.
So much was invested in this hopeful vision that pro-AKP liberals
for a long time turned a blind eye to many contrary
developments in the country or tried to diminish their
significance. One such major blind spot has been the Alevis, who
after nearly 14 years of AKP rule continue to face formal and
informal discrimination on a daily basis. Despite their alleged
commitment to religious freedom, and notwithstanding an
ephemeral ‘Alevi opening’ in 2007–2008, the disenfranchisement
of the Alevis has only deepened under the AKP with its
accelerated top-down Islamization of broader Turkish society and
the corollary intensification of sectarian discourse both in
domestic and foreign policy.
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Introduction

From its first electoral victory in 2002 until a few years ago, the Justice and Development
Party (AKP) received a great deal of support from liberal circles within and outside Turkey.
These liberals played a crucial role in promoting the party as a champion of religious free-
doms combating the Kemalist legacy of secular authoritarianism, and as an engine of
democratization in Turkey. Indeed, the AKP, though a splinter of the Islamist Virtue
Party, differentiated itself from the old-guard Islamists by articulating its political
agenda in terms of democracy and human rights. Most notably, the leadership advocated
the lifting of all restrictions on public veiling as a matter of religious freedoms rather than
as an Islamic precept, and framed their clash with the secularist military as a struggle for
the demilitarization of Turkish politics. The liberal academics and intellectuals who found
this discursive shift compelling, and saw Tayyip Erdoğan and his party as having the
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potential to reconcile Islam with democracy, were outspoken in their defense of the AKP
against concerned secularists who questioned its commitment to democracy and human
rights. So much was invested in this hopeful vision that the pro-AKP liberals for a long time
turned a blind eye to many contrary developments in the country or tried to diminish their
significance, dismissing them as ‘exceptional’ or ‘transient’ in the country’s alleged overall
trajectory toward greater democracy.

One such major blind spot has been the Alevis, who after 13 years of AKP rule continue
to be deprived of their basic religious freedoms and to face discrimination on a daily basis.
Notwithstanding an ephemeral ‘Alevi opening’ in 2007–2008, when a series of meetings
between the representatives of the Alevi community and the government took place
(without any concrete results), Alevis’ disenfranchisement has only deepened under the
AKP and its accelerated top-down Islamization of broader Turkish society and the corollary
intensification of sectarian discourse.

Who are the Alevis?

The Alevis, together with the kindred Bektashi Sufi order, constitute Turkey’s second-
largest religious community after the Sunnis. There is a wide scope of estimates regarding
their size, with 15% being the most common estimate. This estimate reflects a substantial
reduction in Alevi-Bektashi population since the early years of the Republic,1 and given the
lower birth rates among them, the ongoing slow process of assimilation, and Alevis’
greater propensity to emigrate from Turkey to other countries, their population will
likely erode even further in the near future.

With its roots in the various mystical movements that converged in the thirteenth-
century Anatolia, Alevism as we know it took its shape in the course of the late fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries, finding adherents primarily among the Turkmen, Kurdish,
and Zaza populations.2 Alevis share in common with mainstream Shi’a an attachment
to the Twelve Imams, including Ali, the first imam and the cousin and son-in-law of the
Prophet, and his eleven successors. They are, however, clearly set apart by their markedly
esoteric teachings, which bear a close affinity with Sufism and a number of pre-Islamic
mystical traditions. Further differentiating them from Sunni or Shi’i Muslims are their
non-observance of formal obligations of normative Islam and their distinct liturgy, the
cem, which both men and women attend, contrary to the strict rules of gender segregation
prescribed in sharia. Though Alevi mystical poetry and music, traditionally performed
during cem rituals, remain important components of the Alevi collective identity, the
vast majority of Alevis today live secular lives and consider Alevism primarily as a cultural
rather than religious affiliation.

Sunni and Shi’i ulema (scholars) are united in their estimation of the Alevis as ghulat
(literally, ‘exaggerators’), a category created by medieval Muslim heresiographers but
also adopted by some modern scholars through a tenuous and misleading translation
as ‘extremist Shiites’. The ghulat are considered beyond the pale of Islam because of
their alleged ‘excesses’ arising from their abrogation of sharia, and their belief in the
divine manifestation in human beings, a belief that amounts to polytheism in the minds
of their detractors. Alevis, like other groups who deny one or more fundamental tenets
of Islam as determined by the consensus of classical Muslim scholars, are accused of
heresy and apostasy, crimes punishable with the death penalty under Islamic law.
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In the past, Alevis practiced their religion in secret due to fears of harassment by their
Sunni neighbors and the state authorities, who viewed them with suspicion because of
their religious and political nonconformism. They began migrating from their villages in
rural Anatolia to big cities in the 1950s, but Alevism continued to be a taboo subject in
Turkey until the Alevi cultural revival of the late 1980s and early 1990s, which began
with a flurry of popular publications and then saw hundreds of Alevi cultural and religious
associations sprout up in cities in Turkey and Europe. Though the slogan ‘struggle for equal
citizenship’ (eşit yurttaşlık mücadelesi) was coined later, in the 1990s Alevis also com-
menced a campaign, both in the courts and in wider society, to achieve official recognition
and equal rights on a par with their Sunni Muslim counterparts, as one would expect in a
formally secular state.

The tangible gains achieved after almost three decades of struggle were extremely
modest and very slow to come, but they were by no means insignificant. After a legal
battle of several years, from 1991 to 1998, they won the right to use the term ‘Alevi’ in
the names of their associations. Since the 1990s, hundreds of cemevi, Alevi houses of
worship, were opened, albeit under the guise of ‘cultural centres’ (because the law does
not recognize cemevi as places of worship, as will be explained below). Furthermore, a
greater number of people began to publicly disclose their Alevi identities, which they
had kept private due to fear of stigmatization and retaliation.3 Huge rallies in support of
equal rights for Alevis, such as the one that took place in Kadıköy, Istanbul, in November
2013 (one of the largest in the history of the country) testify to the greater visibility that
Alevis have achieved in Turkey since the 1990s (Alevi Dernekleri Kadıköy’de, 2013).4 Yet
after decades of struggle and some noteworthy gains, prospects for a democratic resol-
ution of the Alevi issue appear gloomier than ever, as the AKP seems to be increasingly
eager to deliver on its Islamist promises in its domestic and international politics.

The AKP and sectarianism

When the AKP came to power in 2002, Alevis were among those most anxious. They were
not convinced of the purported ‘democratic turn’ of the AKP, and already had a bad
relationship with Tayyip Erdoğan, who as mayor of Istanbul had attempted to bulldoze
a newly built cemevi located next to one of the few remaining Alevi-Bektashi sacred
sites in Istanbul, the shrine of Karacaahmet. Nor were the Alevis necessarily surprised in
the subsequent years by the AKP’s unwillingness to address their grievances and
demands within the same democratic framework of inviolable human rights that it cham-
pioned when advocating expanded religious freedoms for its conservative Sunni
constituency.

Of course, the Alevis’ disenfranchisement has historical roots much older than the AKP.
Under Sunni Ottoman rule, they were denounced as ‘heretics’ of dubious loyalty and faced
waves of persecution. In most cases, they could survive only as closed communities in
remote parts of rural Anatolia and the Balkans. Despite their staunch support of Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk’s secularizing reforms, popular prejudice and institutionalized discrimi-
nation against them did not cease under the Republic, which, although formally secular,
continued to promote Sunni Hanafi Islam as normative through the well-funded Directo-
rate of Religious Affairs. With limited exceptions depending on who was in power, Alevis
have been excluded from positions of high authority. And especially since the 1970s, they
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have been treated as potential threats due to their close affiliation with leftist political cur-
rents that has given them a permanent place on the state’s watch list. In the highly polar-
ized atmosphere of the 1970s, hundreds of Alevis have been victims of mob violence
perpetuated by right-wing militants, often with the tacit consent of the security forces.
And as recently as in 1993, 33 artists and intellectuals attending an Alevi cultural festival
in the central Anatolian town of Sivas were killed when a crowd surrounded and
burned down the hotel they were staying in. The Alevis were also among those who suf-
fered the most under the military regime following the 1980 coup that promoted the cul-
turally conservative ideology known as the ‘Turkish-Islamic synthesis’. The same military
junta institutionalized the mandatory religious classes that the AKP governments are
today enthusiastically embracing and further expanding.5

But the AKP’s policies toward the Alevis are not limited to embracing and maintaining
past injustices. The Alevis’ grievances, in fact, have multiplied and intensified over the
course of the last five years with Erdoğan’s and his party’s adoption of an authoritarian
and sectarian discourse. While most Turkish intellectuals and outside observers now recog-
nize Erdoğan’s autocratic turn since 2010, what is less realized is that from the very begin-
ning this autocratic tendency went hand in hand with a deliberate sectarianism
unprecedented in Turkish politics. These intertwined trends of authoritarianism and fla-
grant sectarianism became increasingly pronounced as the self-confidence of Tayyip
Erdoğan and his party grew following the constitutional referendum at the end of 2010,
which increased executive control over the judiciary, and the general elections in early
2011, which the AKP won with nearly 50% of the popular vote.6

The first overt manifestations of the AKP’s sectarian discourse can be traced to the cam-
paign speeches of the 2010 referendum, in which Erdoğan repeatedly complained of an
alleged ‘domination of high judicial posts by a clique of Alevis’. He made culturally
coded remarks about the Alevi heritage of some members of the High Council of
Judges and Prosecutors, whom he described as those who ‘receive orders from the
dedes’ (the dedes, or ‘elders’, being Alevi religious leaders) (Işık, 2010). There were at the
time media reports that lower-ranking AKP members were traveling through the
country to spread the word among their conservative Sunni constituency that their goal
was to ‘rid the judiciary of the Alevis’.7 Both Erdoğan and other members of AKP have
also on numerous occasions made sarcastic remarks concerning the Alevi background
of Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, who was elected shortly before the referendum as the head of
the main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party (CHP) (Ergin, 2011).

The AKP’s authoritarian and sectarian tendencies were further heightened during the
Gezi Park protests in the summer of 2013, and reached their peak with the start of the
civil war in Syria. The Gezi protests constituted the first major occasion after the 2010 con-
stitutional referendum where the AKP openly resorted to the sectarian card to solidify and
mobilize its conservative Sunni Muslim support base against its opponents and rivals. Trig-
gered by the government’s heavy-handed crackdown of a small group of environmental-
ists opposing the proposed demolition of one of central Istanbul’s last remaining green
spaces to make way for a shopping mall, the Gezi Park protests spread rapidly across
the country, turning into massive antigovernment rallies with the participation of millions
of people from diverse backgrounds. Partakers in what was arguably the largest and most
cosmopolitan protest movement of recent Turkish history were variously animated by the
AKP’s harsh neoliberal economic policies, its repressive measures directed at secular
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lifestyles, and Erdoğan’s one-man rule. These explicit grievances, however, did not prevent
partisans and officials of the AKP from misrepresenting it as an essentially Alevi revolt by
highlighting the strong Alevi presence. The AKP’s disconcerting instrumentalization of reli-
gious sensibilities and sectarianism for political ends was reminiscent of the right-wing
parties’ strategies in the 1960s and 1970s to forge an association between ‘communism’
and ‘heretical’ Alevism as a way to malign their leftist rivals in the eyes of the Sunni
majority – though the AKP’s sectarian discourse went much further in term of its
overtness.8

The civil war in Syria was the next important development in the AKP’s sectarian
drift, which since then seems to have also swayed its external politics. Contrary to
Turkey’s traditional foreign policy dictums of noninterventionism and impartiality in
regional conflicts, the AKP government from the beginning has given an unduly
vocal support to the opposition groups in Syria, going so far as delivering weapons
to the radical jihadists, according to some credible reports (Çevikcan, 2014; Dündar,
2015; Tanış, 2013). The AKP’s policy on the Syrian civil war, which has resulted in the
flow of millions of Syrian refugees to Turkey over the last four years, has received
notably low approval rates, even among the party’s own constituency, never exceeding
30–32% on the national scale since the beginning of the crisis (Aksoy, 2013; Gürsel,
2013). This is despite the AKP’s consistent efforts to frame the Syria crisis in sectarian
terms, and its top representatives’ extravagant claims of an alleged sectarian sympathy
for Bashar Asad on the part of Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu as an explanation for his party’s
opposition to the AKP’s Syria policy (Erdoğan: Alevi-Sünni, 2011; Taştekin, 2014).
Despite the unpopularity of its involvement in regional conflicts, however, the AKP
seems keen on staying the course: it has openly supported the newly formed ‘Sunni
block’ under the leadership of Saudi Arabia, apparently to curb growing Iranian/Shi’i
influence in the region, and also backed the Saudi military aggression against
Yemen following the takeover of the government by the Houthis, who happen to be
Zaydi Shi’a (McDowall & Bakr, 2015; Taştekin, 2015).

The ways in which the AKP’s sectarian turn has shaped its policies in and outside of
Turkey and how these policies impact the Alevi community will be discussed below, but
first some details on Alevis’ democratic demands are in order.

What do Alevis want?

When AKP officials have felt obliged to explain their reluctance to address long-standing
Alevi grievances, they typically have pointed to the multiplicity of Alevi organizations and
their disparate visions of Alevism as a way to vindicate their inaction.9 It is true that the
more traditional Alevis view their faith as an esoteric interpretation of Islam, while
others insist that Alevism is sufficiently different from Islam to be recognized as an entirely
independent religion. There is also a divergence between different Alevi groups in terms
of how they understand, and relate to, the Kurdish movement. However, these internal
divisions did not prevent different Alevi organizations from agreeing on a list of basic
demands that was presented to the government during the ‘Alevi opening’ in 2006–2007.

The four most important demands included in this list were the following:10
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(1) legal recognition of cemevis as Alevis’ ‘places of worship’, which would make them eli-
gible to receive government subsidies currently granted only to mosques and the few
remaining churches and synagogues;

(2) an end to the compulsory building of mosques in Alevi villages;
(3) the removal from school curricula of mandatory religion classes, which are based

solely on the teachings of (Sunni) Islam; and
(4) the elimination of the Directorate of Religious Affairs, or its reformation, so as to ensure

the state’s impartiality vis-à-vis all faith groups.

The significance of the last demand is best appreciated taken together with the fact
that the directorate since its foundation has served the needs only of Sunni Muslims,
although it is funded by taxes paid by all citizens regardless of their religious beliefs, or
lack thereof. Also worth noting in this regard is the enormity of the directorate’s
budget, which has risen exponentially since the AKP came to power, from 771 million
TL in 2003 to 5.4 billion TL in 2014. This amount is larger than the budget of eight minis-
tries combined, and exceeds by a significant margin the individual budgets of most of the
other major ministries, including interior affairs, foreign affairs, and health. It is used to pay
the salaries of the (Sunni) imams and the directorate’s other staff, whose numbers almost
doubled to reach nearly 141,000 under AKP rule, as well as to maintain approximately
100,000 mosques across Turkey (Baydar, 2013; Yildirim, 2011). The directorate, further-
more, has been transformed under the successive AKP governments into a key com-
ponent of an aggressive social-engineering project to recast Turkish society in
accordance with a conservative Sunni Islam. This effort is evident in the various new pro-
grams that the directorate is sponsoring, such as high-school students’ performance of
umre (a kind of pilgrimage to Mecca) and the so-called family imam program, whereby
Sunni imams employed by the state visit families to ‘encourage them to attend the
mosque services’ (Aile hekiminden, 2011; Diyanet öğrencileri, 2014).

Demands articulated by most major Alevi organizations also include (1) the transform-
ation into a memorial museum of the Madımak Hotel, where the aforementioned Sivas
massacre of 1993 took place; (2) the removal of the ‘religion’ box on national identification
cards; (3) the removal of Aleviphobic statements in school books, dictionaries, and ency-
clopedias; (4) the classification and treatment of insults, threats, and attacks against the
Alevi faith and its adherents as ‘hate crimes’; (5) an official apology by the state for the
several Alevi massacres in recent history; (6) an end to giving neighborhoods, roads,
and other public projects names that are distasteful or offensive to Alevis, as in the case
of the recent naming of the third Bosphorus bridge after the Ottoman sultan Yavuz
Selim, who is infamous for his persecution of Alevis; and (7) the return of all Alevi-Bektashi
pious endowments that were confiscated by the state.

Virtually all of these demands, fully legitimate and relatively modest from a perspective
of democratic norms and values, have so far been ignored by the AKP government – in
some crucial cases, in clear violation of the legally binding decisions of the European
Court of Human Rights (ECHR). For example, the AKP has refused to implement the
ECHR’s 2010 ruling, in a case brought to the court by an Alevi individual, that the religion
box on ID cards violates the principle that nobody can be forced to disclose his or her faith
(Alevilerden AIHM kararı, 2010; Case of Sinan Işık, 2010). In two critical cases concerning
mandatory religion classes that were likewise brought to the ECHR by Alevi families, the
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court affirmed that the content of these courses was partial to Sunni Islam and had to be
revised, within the period time determined by the court, to include material on Alevism. In
September 2014, following an appeal filed by another Alevi family in 2011, the ECHR
announced a new verdict on the issue, stating that the changes made after the court’s
initial decision were far from sufficient to accommodate the needs of Alevi students
and calling on Turkey to end compulsory religion classes in their present form.
However, given the dismissive nature of the government’s immediate response to the
decision and the series of rapid and radical overhauls in the education system over the
last two to three years, all of which converge to expand the religious component in edu-
cation at all levels far beyond the mandatory religion classes, no one really expects the AKP
government to follow through (in good faith) with the court’s decision. Also in 2014 the
European Court of Human Rights finalized its decision in another long-standing case con-
cerning Alevi rights, where the judges likewise decided in favor of the Alevi litigators
demanding the treatment of cemevis on an equal basis as other houses of worship.11 As
of yet, however, there is no sign that the current AKP government is willing to implement
the ECHR’s verdict concerning the cemevi, either. If anything, the AKP appears to have
ramped up its assimilationist policies in every possible sphere of life.

Accelerated top-down Islamization through education

When in early 2012 Recep Tayyip Erdoğan declared that the goal of his government was to
raise a ‘pious generation’, he signaled that education would be the key arena for the
implementation of his Islamist agenda. Later in that year, the government introduced a
new education system, known as the 4 + 4 + 4 system, based on a division between
primary, secondary, and high-school levels, each with a four-year duration (Şaşmaz,
2014). The apparent objective of this change was to allow students to enroll in an
imam-hatip school at the secondary level, rather than waiting until high school. The
imam-hatip schools were first opened in the 1950s to train a limited number of imams
and mosque preachers, but have since outgrown their original purpose, turning into an
alternative track of religious education within the public school system.

While one may applaud that religion-focused education tracks are available for families
who may desire it for their children, the new regulations also severely restrict options for
families who want a secular education for their children. To begin with, the new system
has added to the secondary school curriculum three new religion classes – Qur’an
studies, the life of the Prophet, and basic religious knowledge – which, though theoreti-
cally elective, are often imposed on students under the pretext that schools lack resources
to offer any other electives. With these extra ‘electives’ supplementing the already existing
mandatory religion classes, even a student in a regular public secondary school is practi-
cally forced to go through a full religious curriculum similar to that of the imam-hatip
schools.

Under the new system, not only are there more religion classes, but they have greater
importance for students’ future success: the centrally administered entrance exams for
high school and university now include questions on religion (read ‘Sunni Islam’) on a
par with other fields. This strategic move was clearly intended to encourage students to
treat religion classes with the same level of seriousness as math, science, or literature,
and to create incentives to take as many of the elective religion classes as possible.
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Critics of the new system rightly point out the advantage children of pious Sunni families
will have in these exams, where even one wrong answer can make enough difference to
change the school that a student is placed in.

That is not all: under the new system, high schools have been completely reconfigured.
Closed down are all ‘regular’ high schools (düze lise), which the majority of students (that is,
those who failed or never took the centrally administered exams to enter certain desirable
private and vocational high schools) used to attend by default before the introduction of
the 4 + 4 + 4 system. With the new system, in other words, the religious imam-hatip high
schools came to replace the regular high schools, which were based on a secular curricu-
lum, as the only option available for students without an exam. As a result, the number of
imam-hatip schools in Turkey has risen by 73% just within the last five years, and is
expected to rise even more.

Rendering religious schools the centerpiece of the whole educational system and aug-
menting the overall weight of religion classes in the assessment of a student’s academic
performance are perhaps the most visible and direct means of Islamizing public education
in Turkey, but they are not the only ones. Though not much discussed in the media, the en
masse replacement of the administrative cadres at public schools with thousands of new
staff transferred from the Directorate of Religious Affairs is another mechanism through
which the government is escalating conservative pressure in educational institutions.
Also indicative of the government’s Islamist priorities is a new law, passed in the
summer of 2014, that requires every private and public secondary and high school to
have a Muslim prayer room, or amescid, within their perimeters, while leaving it at the dis-
cretion of the administrators whether to have a ‘nurse’s room’ (sağlık odası) or a play-
ground (Çakmakçı, 2014). In the fall of 2014, the government also lifted the ban on
headscarves in all schools starting in the fifth grade (previously headscarves were
allowed only in imam-hatip schools), a step that the critics say will likely amplify social
pressure on girls of secular and Alevi families, rendering them easy targets for verbal or
even physical abuse, especially in more conservative smaller towns (Türmen, 2014).
Many also fear that the ban on headscarves in elementary schools or even preschools
may be lifted, which is what some extreme right-wing conservative Sunnis groups are
pushing for (Başörtüsü Yasağı, 2014).

Overall, the rapid and thorough Islamization of the entire education system with these
and other legal and administrative measures has made it virtually impossible for a child
growing up in Turkey to get an education without being exposed to an intensive Sunni
Islamic education and indoctrination (Seibert, 2012). The detrimental effects of this Islamist
turn in education are further aggravated for Alevi families of lower socioeconomic stand-
ing, who are unable to afford expensive private schools where, at least for the time being,
there are some buffers against these legally enforced Islamizing measures – for example,
mandatory religion classes may be taught by instructors from fields other than Islamic
theology or in a more liberal and inclusive fashion than found in public schools. It is like-
wise Alevi families of lower socioeconomic standing whose children face the most formid-
able challenges in the job marked due to systematized political and sectarian
discrimination.
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Alevis’ stifled social mobility

For the children of Alevi families migrating from their villages to big cities in the 1950s
and 1960s to take up jobs as blue-collar workers, education – then largely free and
secular – provided an important means of social mobility. Its significance is perhaps
best reflected in the relatively high percentage of university graduates among the
first generation of urbanite Alevis. But education is slowly ceasing to fulfill that crucial
function. Compared to their counterparts who migrated to urban centers in the
1960s and 1970s, Alevi families migrating since the 1980s, who are arguably among
the poorest segments of Turkish society, have much less hope for a better life for
their children. The growing monetization and privatization of schools has significantly
restricted the access to high-quality education for children from families of lower socio-
economic standing in general, and Alevi children of modest means are doubly disadvan-
taged given how the Islamization of the curriculum puts extra burdens on them both
academically and psychologically.12

Even those who are able to get a decent education despite all odds have dim pro-
spects for finding and keeping a job after graduation. Unemployment and underem-
ployment among college graduates is an acute problem in Turkey, and recruitment
into government jobs is often used as a means of political nepotism. Though there
were always certain impediments to Alevis’ access to positions in the bureaucracy
and the public sector, these were not entirely insurmountable (except for some key
high posts), especially if individuals did not disclose, or emphasize, their Alevi back-
grounds. The liberalization of the economy in the 1980s, moreover, had allowed a
certain amount of capital accumulation in the hands of a group of entrepreneurial indi-
viduals from the Alevi community, who, under the coalition governments in the 1990s,
benefited from the relatively more transparent and inclusive public procurement pro-
cesses. The same coalition governments also made possible the elevation of several
individuals with Alevi heritage to high positions as ministers and officials in the civil
and military bureaucracies. It was them that Tayyip Erdoğan openly targeted during
his above-mentioned constitutional referendum campaign speeches in 2011, and
indeed many of Alevi heritage (together with others known for their secular/Kemalist
identities, the two groups overlapping to a meaningful extent) have since then been
purged from the civil and military bureaucracies or marginalized through appointments
to less desirable places or through demotions to lower-ranking positions. Those lucky
enough to still hold a position in the government, meanwhile, live with a constant
fear of experiencing a similar fate.

The employment prospects for upwardly mobile Alevi youths looking to work in the
public sector are bleaker than ever, given the various formal and informal mechanisms
of sectarian and political discrimination the successive AKP governments have put in
place. One such mechanism is the oral interview that now follows the centrally adminis-
tered written exam for such positions. These interviews, in which questions about exam-
inees’ personal and religious background are not shunned, are often used to eliminate
politically undesirable candidates (Alevis being among the least desirable). Alevis like-
wise face far greater challenges in the private sector, where a religiously conservative
business community exercises rapidly growing influence and enjoys great favors from
the AKP.
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Gentrification projects in Alevi-majority neighborhoods

Accumulated anger at the so-called urban renewal projects was one of many factors
fueling the Gezi protests that shook the country in the summer of 2013. These projects
treated Istanbul’s urban space as a means of unchecked capital accumulation for a
group of construction and real estate companies, to the detriment of the environment
and the historic fabric of the city. These projects are a way for the AKP to kill two birds
with one stone: though primarily driven by the prospect of easy and rapid economic
growth, as is often noted, they are also shaped by extra-economic, ideological consider-
ations. Among these are the replacement of secular republican symbols with more
Islamic ones, and the dismantling of politically and culturally undesirable neighborhoods.
The restructuring of Taksim Square, with its many monuments from the early republican
era and its use as the main site of political rallies in recent history, as well as of the neigh-
boring district of Beyoğlu, the cultural and entertainment center of secular cosmopolitan
urbanites since late Ottoman time, are the most obvious examples of these efforts. From
this angle, it appears far from a coincidence that Taksim Square was the site where the
Gezi protests first started.

Another key, but less noted, component of these urban renewal projects is the gentri-
fication of many inner-city neighborhoods, whose poorer inhabitants would be replaced
by wealthier newcomers. A number of the neighborhoods targeted for these projects
are notable for their largely Alevi leftist inhabitants and active participation in antigovern-
ment protests.13 Okmeydanı, where police shot the 14-year-old Berkin Elvan in the head
with a tear gas canister when he left his house to buy bread during the Gezi protests, is
one such neighborhood selected for urban transformation. Berkin Elvan died after nine
months in a coma, and as the youngest of the Gezi victims, became a symbol of police
brutality.

The other six victims of fatal police violence during the protests were, like Berkin
Elvan, of Alevi background. That all seven were Alevi youngsters was a convenient
fact for the representatives and partisans of the government, who tried their best to
misrepresent Gezi as an Alevi uprising. The release of a police report, according to
which 78% of those detained during the protests were Alevi, was no doubt part of
the same deliberate strategy to vilify the protests in the eyes of conservative
Sunnis.14 Interestingly, even many protest sympathizers were quick to make assump-
tions about the demographics of the Gezi protesters based on these figures, which
they did not problematize.

The strong Alevi presence in Gezi is not surprising given that Alevis are among those
most negatively impacted by various AKP policies. But when one takes into consideration
the selective nature of police violence depending on time, place, and the identity of the
target, together with the fact that most of these deadly encounters between the police
and the Gezi victims took place in neighborhoods with a high concentration of Alevi
inhabitants, a different, more nuanced picture emerges. These stigmatized Alevi-majority
neighborhoods, where leftist groups typically have an easier time organizing, are the ones
that put up the strongest social resistance to the AKP’s gentrification projects. As such they
have been the site of periodic police operations under various pretexts well before the
Gezi Park protests, which partly explains the security forces’ tendency to use greater
brutal force than they used in other places during the protests.
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While the implementation of these gentrification projects targeting Alevi-majority
neighborhoods appears to have been slowed down, or temporarily halted, it is possible
that they will pick up speed again in the aftermath of 2015 general elections, which
may lead to renewed tensions between the inhabitants of these neighborhoods and
the AKP government.

Turkey’s Alevis and the Syria crisis

The educated Western public is familiar with the Sunni-Shi’a split in the Islamic world, but
appears gravely uninformed about minority traditions that do not clearly fall under either
of the two categories. Though the civil war in Syria seems to have spurred a limited interest
in such minorities, the superficiality of analyses in the occasional news articles on related
issues suggests persistent confusion. A notable instance of this confusion is the Western
media’s tendency to view the growing sectarian tensions in Turkey as a spillover effect
of the Syria crisis.

Underlying this tendency is the conflation of two historically and sociologically distinct
groups, namely the 10–15 million strong ethnically Turkish, Kurdish, and Zaza Alevis of
Turkey and the much smaller community, less than two million, of Arabic-speaking
Syrian Alawites and their several hundred thousand relatives living in the Turkish pro-
vinces along the Syrian border. Though ‘Alawite’ and ‘Alevi’ are cognates – the former
being the Anglicized version of the Arabic term and the latter the Turkish version –
these are names that in modern times came to replace their historically more common
designations of Kizilbash and Nusayri, respectively. Both groups have been pushed
beyond the pale of Islam by the orthodox establishment, who lump them together as
ghulat on account of their markedly esoteric, Ali-centered teachings. It should also be
noted that members of both groups living in Turkey are united in their experience of
many of the grievances discussed in this article, and that, of the six Alevi victims of
state violence during Gezi, two were inhabitants of Hatay, the city bordering Syria that
hosts the largest concentration of Arabic-speaking Alawites. But these important simi-
larities and shared experiences do not justify outsiders’ widespread disregard of the sep-
arate histories, doctrinal and ritualistic specificities, and distinct communal identities of the
two groups.

Analyses that link the growing Alevi resentment in Turkey with the Syria crisis are based
on the inaccurate supposition, tacitly promoted by pro-AKP circles in the international
arena, that the Alevis of Turkey constitute an extension of the Syrian Alawites and as
such have similar political loyalties. In fact, ordinary Alevis in Turkey, except those living
in towns along the Syrian border, had not even heard of Bashar Assad or of his confes-
sional identity until the recent turmoil in Syria topped Turkish news headlines. As the
above discussion should amply demonstrate, relations between the AKP government
and Alevis of all types had been strained long before the Syrian crisis, when Tayyip
Erdoğan and Bashar Assad were still family friends, and Turkey’s image as the model for
democratic reforms was still unblemished.

What the Syria crisis – or rather the AKP’s sectarian stance in responding to the crisis –
did for Turkey was exacerbate the already tense relations between its Alevi community
and the state by reviving fears of Sunni bigotry. The AKP’s reluctance to take an unequi-
vocal position against ISIS and other Sunni radical groups has caused intense anxiety and
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anger among Alevis, who fear the possibility of jihadist violence crossing the porous Syria
border and spreading into Turkey. While those living in the border towns appear to be in
more immediate danger of such violence, there has been a rise in incidents of Aleviphobia
all over Turkey in recent years. In more than 40 locales, for instance, Alevi houses have
been marked with red ink in a fashion recalling the many Alevi massacres in recent
history (Alevilerin evleri, 2015). Such incidents have reinforced existential fears among
all Alevis, producing an unprecedented sense of common oppression and solidarity.

Conclusion

Despite their self-proclaimed imageas upholders of religious freedoms, successiveAKPgov-
ernments have been loath to grant Alevi demands for legal recognition and equal rights, for
which they have been struggling for decades using every possible democratic and legal
means. The AKP’s top-down Islamizing measures and assimilationist policies, which have
accelerated across the last five years in tandemwith its growing authoritarian and sectarian
discourse, have deepened Alevis’ sense of disenfranchisement and resentment. In this
context, prospects for a democratic resolution of the Alevi issue appear less promising
today than ever. In fact, the ongoing sectarian conflicts in the Middle East and the AKP’s
enthusiasm to play a partisan role in them is giving rise to genuine concerns within the
Alevi community that their situation may deteriorate into something far worse than what
even the most pessimistic feared might happen under the Islamist AKP rule.

Notes

1. No official statistics are kept regarding the size of different sectarian groups, nor is there a
reliable study on the subject. For a recent a report on the Alevi population, and its shrinking
size since the early twentieth century, presented by an Alevi MP, Sabahat Akkiraz, see Sabahat
Akkiraz’dan Alevi Raporu (2012).

2. There is a growing tendency today to differentiate between Turkmen, Kurdish, and Zaza
Alevis. It is significant in this regard that, according to Akkiraz’s report, of those polled, only
28% of the Alevis specified their Kurdish or Turkmen backgrounds, see Sabahat Akkiraz’dan
Alevi Raporu (2012).

3. For a discussion of the Alevi cultural revival, see Kaya (2005).
4. For an account of the possibilities of a new Alevi politics. Emre-Cetin analyzes how Alevi trans-

national TV channels are linked to Alevi rights campaigns.
5. For an excellent study that demonstrates the intensity and kind of discrimination Alevis face

on a daily basis, see Toprak, Bozan, Morgül, and Şener (2008), pp. 53–76.
6. This article was written before the AKP lost its parliamentary majority following the 2015

general elections, so it does not reflect any possible changes in the make-up of the Turkish
government since then.

7. Important to note in this regard is the fact that these few profiled Alevi judges – whose
appointment to positions in the upper echelons of the judiciary was facilitated in the 1990s
during the coalition governments that included the secularist CHP as a partner – never pub-
licly disclosed or claimed their Alevi roots. Nor did they undersign any judicial decisions
specifically favoring the Alevis (Chp’li Tekin, 2010). They may thus have been ‘coded’ as
Alevis in secret state documents, which would not be surprising given media reports in
recent years about the continuing use of ‘race/religion codes’ for all minorities and politically
undesirable groups in Turkey (Dehşet mezhepçilik!, 2014).

8. On the government’s efforts to link the Gezi protests to Alevis, see Karakaya-Stump (2014a,
2014b).
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9. For official positions of the AKP government on Alevism as articulated by the Directorate of
Religious Affairs, see Açıklama-Alevilik (2008).

10. A complete list of these and other Alevi demands is included in the press release by several
Alevi organizations in and outside of Turkey (Alevi Örgütlerinden, 2013).

11. For the court’s decision concerning Alevis’ human rights, see http://www.humanrightseurope.
org/?s=Alevi

12. Positive effects of an inclusive religious education on the general psychological well-being and
academic performance of students fromminority backgrounds has been attested in a research
involving Alevi youth in Britain, see Jenkins and Çetin (2014) and Jenkins and Cetin (2016).

13. For an excellent analysis of these neighborhoods, see http://birdirbir.org/devlet-siddeti-ve-
mimli-mahalleler/

14. Needless to say, the very existence of such reports is in itself a confession of religious profiling
(Karaca, 2013).
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