
Dede

Dede (Turkish for “elder”) is an honor-
ary title in Turkish dominated Sufi Islam, 
used prominently in the Mevlevi tradition, 
where it is attributed to fully initiated der-
vishes, and in the Kızılba -Alevi tradition, 
with which this entry is concerned. The 
office of dede, or dedelik, is a core institution 
of the socio-religious groups in Anatolia 
and adjacent regions, which were histori-
cally linked with two popular opposition 
movements of charismatic and antinomian 

ūfī character that launched rebellions 
against the Seljuk and Ottoman centres 
of power respectively, namely the Babai 
movement in the 7th/13th century, and 
the Kızılba  groups forming since the late 
9th/15th century. Since the 10th/16th 
century they were called Kızılba  (lit., 
red heads, for their twelve-gored crimson 
headwear, which indicated adherence to 
the twelve Ithnā Asharī Imāms and to 
the pīr of the afawī order, and had been 
introduced by Shaykh aydar, who led 
the order from 864/1460 until his death in 
893/1488). Since the 1920s, the Kızılba  
became known as Alevi (Ar. Alawī). In 
traditional Kızılba -Alevism, the dede was 

the head of the social and ritual commu-
nity. The major Alevi ritual, the ayin-i cem 
(lit., celebration of community) cannot be 
conducted without a dede presiding. The 
functions of the dede were not, however, 
restricted to ritual services, but comprised 
also the transmission of religious knowl-
edge, the sanctioning of unruly behaviour, 
and the mediation of conflicts.

In traditional Alevism, the dede’s cha-
risma was based primarily on three fac-
tors: his exclusive access to certain religious 
texts, belief in his miraculous powers, and, 
most importantly, his descent. Dedes are 
respected as seyyids (Ar. sayyids), that is, 
as being of the lineage of Mu ammad, 
and some Alevis, mostly Kurdish ones, 
call their dedes by that title (another term 
for dede is pir, from the Persian word 
pīr, for ūfī masters). More particularly, 
dedes claim descent from Mu ammad’s 
daughter Fā ima and her husband Alī, 
Mu ammad’s cousin. Most dedes trace 
their Alid lineage through certain Mus-
lim saints of Anatolia and surrounding 
regions, by the names of which their lin-
eages are known. These sacred lineages 
are called ocaks (lit., hearths), a term that 
is traced back to pre-Islamic Turkish 
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ancestry cult. Membership in an ocak fam-
ily is, after being male, the main prereq-
uisite for becoming a dede. Intermarriage 
between ocak members (ocakzade) and non-
ocak Alevis (talibs, lit., students, from Ar. 
sing. ālib), who recognise the former as 
their religious superiors, used to be strictly 
taboo. Elements of the ocak system and the 
veneration of sacred men as dede or baba 
(lit., father, Ar. bābā, a closely related title 
for venerable religious leaders in the tradi-
tion of non-elite Anatolian Islam) can be 
traced back to the early stages of predom-
inantly Turkish-Muslim immigration and 
the gradual Islamisation of Anatolia from 
the sixth/twelfth century onwards.

Ocak lineages are interconnected in a 
complex hierarchy, which is, however, 
at times contested and does not include 
all lineages. As in the Islamic arīqa ( ūfī 
order, lit. “path”) system, certain ocak 
families are recognised by other ocaks as 
their superiors and issue “letters of autho-
risation” (icazetname, Persian ijāzat-nāma) 
to the dedes subordinate to them. Histori-
cally, many Anatolian ocaks received their 
religious authorisations from the Wafai 
(Ar. Wafā ī) order, the Safavids, and the 
Bektashis. Recent research indicates that 
the Wafā iyya, which traces itself to the 
5th/11th century Iraqi ūfī Abū l-Wafā  
and thrived in Anatolia since the late 
6th/12th century, was closely linked to 
and provided an important network for 
the ocaks of the Babai movement and 
continued to be influential until the early 
16th century when many ocaks aligned 
themselves with the Safavids as Kızılba . 
Between the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries the Wafā iyya submerged into 
the Bektashi order, which at that time 
became a rallying point also for other 
dervish groups associated with ocak lin-
eages, such as the Abdāl. Following the 

demise of Safavid influence since the late 
10th/16th century the Bektashi order 
gradually became the foremost religious 
authority recognised by many ocaks. The 
recognition as superior religious author-
ity accorded by many present-day Turk-
ish Alevi ocaks to the Çelebi branch of the 
Bektashi order has developed since the 
nineteenth century.

The practice of dedelik in its traditional 
forms is tied to the socio-religious struc-
ture of Anatolian village life. While there 
were signs of an erosion of the social 
structures of traditional Alevism as early 
as the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the rapid political and social changes 
under the Turkish Republic, in particu-
lar, the Kemalist state’s politics of reli-
gious homogenisation—which favoured 
a secular interpretation of Sunnī Islam—
and migration from the villages towards 
the cities of Turkey have led to a sharp 
decline in traditional Alevi practices and 
have contributed to an erosion of the 
social and religious position of the dede. 
Since the 1990s, however, Alevis in Tur-
key and in the European diaspora have 
established various initiatives to reacti-
vate, reform, and homogenise the dede 
institution. This occurred in the wake 
of the Alevis’ unprecedented going pub-
lic with their demands of recognition as 
a legitimately different cultural-religious 
community, and of an end to their insti-
tutional discrimination by the state. Ale-
vis, since, embarked on a complex revival 
and in a remaking of their identity and 
traditions. In this context, various Alevi 
organizations have begun to experiment 
with formalized training programs for 
aspiring dedes, and in doing so also went 
beyond traditional conventions. The CEM 
Foundation (Cumhuriyetci Egitim ve 
Kultur Merkezi, lit. “Republican Center 
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for Education and Culture”), for exam-
ple, whose acronym alludes to the main 
Alevi ritual, ayin-i cem, has abandoned the 
requirement of descent for its dede training 
program. With its main seat in Istanbul, 
it is one of the largest Alevi federations 
and it has a large number of local Alevi 
associations affiliated. Similarly, the dede 
training program of the German Federa-
tion of Alevi Communities in Germany 
ignores the traditional gender require-
ment and trains not only men as dede, but 
also women as ana (lit., mother), a title 
traditionally given to women from ocak 
families, especially to the wives of prac-
ticing dedes. The functions of the emerg-
ing modern dede are, in contrast to those 
of the traditional dede, restricted to rather 
narrowly defined religious duties, espe-
cially the performance of ritual and to a 
certain extent the transmission of religious 
knowledge. The modern dede has largely 
lost his broader social and political func-
tions and his authority today tends to be 
based more on ritual skills and knowledge 
than on ascriptions of charisma based on 
lineage and transmitted allegiance.
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         Dietary law   

  1.  Qur ānic dietary rules  
 The Qur ān emphasises that food has 

been made for the benefit of mankind, 
and it invites one to “eat of the good 
things  ( ayyibāt)  that We have provided for 
you” (Q 2:172; also 20:81, 16:14, 6:142, 
2:168, and 5:87–8). By implication, all 
foods are considered lawful  ( alāl)  unless 
specifically prohibited by the Qur ān or 
the  sunna  of the Prophet. Foodstuffs that 
are impure  (khabā ith)  or unclean  (najas)  
are prohibited  ( arām)  (Q 7:157). The 
Qur ān explicitly forbids carrion  (mayta) , 
blood, pork, and animals dedicated to any 
deity other than God (Q 16:115; 6:118, 
145; 2:173). However, a person who, in 
dire necessity  ( arūra) , consumes food that 
is otherwise unlawful does not commit a 
sin against God (Q 16:115, 6:145, 2:173). 
The Qur ān also prohibits wine ( khamr , Q 
4:43, 5:90). 

 Although the Qur ānic rules relating to 
forbidden foods are generally consistent 
with provisions of the Hebrew Bible (Lev. 
11:1–47; Deut. 14:4–21; Isaiah 65:4; 66:3, 
17) and the New Testament (Acts 15:28–
9), there is no evidence of direct influence 
between Jewish and/or Christian dietary 
law on the one hand and Islamic dietary 
law on the other. Indeed, Qur ānic food 
prohibitions are mentioned in, inter alia, 
Q 2:173—which is said to have been 
revealed during the first two years after the 
 hijra , during a period of conflict between 
Mu ammad and the Jews of Medina—
and in Q 6:145, which explicitly permits 
the consumption of foodstuffs forbidden to 
Jews, as specified in Q 6:146. The Qur ān 
explains the biblical food prohibitions 
as divine punishment for Israelite sins 
(Q 4:160, 16:118), emphasises God’s 
desire not to impose undue burdens on 


