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Religion does not wither away or disappear under the conditions of modernization, but as
a rule it is profoundly transformed. This is aptly illustrated in the case of the Ali-oriented 
religions, which have been the topic of the conference papers here published. Former
secluded communities with their esoteric teachings and secret rituals, by tradition only
accessible to the initiated, have gained new visibility. The Alevi community was earlier a
closed world with very limited interaction with the political and social centres of
Ottoman society and later with the institutions of the Turkish Republic. For instance,
marriage regulations were endogamous, not only normatively, and religious traditions
were esoteric, and transmitted orally at secret rituals. These and other historical, social,
and religious circumstances have lead to the shaping of concepts by which the Turkish
Alevi have identified themselves, and have been identified by others, as a distinctive
community.1 Similar conditions have formed concepts by which the predominantly
Iranian Ahl-e Haqq and the Syrian have been identified, and by 
which they have have identified themselves and their relation to the state and to
mainstream Islam. 

The newly awakened interest in the various Ali-oriented religious communities in the
Near East has mainly been focused on these groups. Also, much of the current discussion
has been concerned with their moot relation to mainstream forms of Islam and to other
expressions of cultural, social and political hegemonies. In the present discourse the
exponents of different positions among these religiously and socially identifiable groups
articulate their perspectives by means of mixed vocabularies, using political, social,
cultural and religious terms. As a rule, the terminologies employed by the advocates of
the Ali-oriented positions claim to expose hidden hegemonical structures of the dominant
society and its great narratives, and to deprecate the apparent ones. Opposite positions
taken by the spokesmen of mainstream Islams, or forms of national politics which
conform with the great society, stamp the Ali-oriented communities as religiously 
sectarian, syncretistic and heretical, politically separatist, socially deviant, and culturally
exotic. In fact, much of the oral discourse during the conference at which the
contributions in this book were presented, very well illustrated the on-going discussions 
in wider Middle East contexts. 

1 Kehl-Bodrogi et al 1997, xii. The “Alevi manifesto” (Alevilik Bildirgesi) published in 1990 in the 
leading newspaper Cumhuriyet (May 15th, p.15; see Vorhoff in this volume) has been seen as 
marking the end of the “invisibility” of the Alevi (Kehl-Bodrogi et al 1997, xiv). 



In Turkey, the host of written publications that in the late 1980s suddenly brought on 
stage the former secluded Alevi community, with its esoteric teachings and secret rituals,
by tradition only accessible to the initiated, can be seen as a phenomenon within a much
wider global process in which the status and rights of minorities often are radically
changed. Among the rights claimed by minorities like the Alevi is the right to write their
own version of history. Transnational processes, including migration caused by real or
imagined suppression and the development of diaspora com- 
munities, regularly stimulate reflection on social, cultural and religous identity which is 
deliberately contrasted with “significant others”.2 The reflection on a common past would 
normally take shape in a body of interpretative postdictions which we call “history”. By 
writing or telling one’s own history an imagined community3 of an idealized past is 
constructed, and even conjured up, into which the needs and wishes of the present are
projected. Like genealogies and origin myths, the telling of history provides meaning,
experience of identity, and visibility. Hence, historiography creates mutually conflicting
histories which are used and abused to justify politically controversial issues, such as
claims on land and independence. In fact, the fight for the right to define the past is one
of the great political conflicts of today. The new visibility of the Ali-oriented 
communities and related groups in the Middle East should be seen in in the light of such
a transnational perspective. 

The traditional identification of Alevi religious and social life was based on the oral 
transmission of knowledge, including the esoteric religious teaching, which was handed
down ritually from person to person. The tuition was communicated in distinctive ritual
settings like initiation, as well as in less ritualized contexts, and consisted of personal
transfer of knowledge and abilities from master (dede) to disciple (talip). The esoteric 
teaching was received as a religious inheritance in a close and enduring personal relation
to the master in a process of transference that could last for years or be a life-long 
intimacy. Similarly, the evidence from the Syrian Alawites clearly shows that religious
knowledge, in the fundamental sense as models to live by, was inherited by means of oral
tuition, and transferred from master (ust dh, shaikh, ‘ qil, murshid, sayyid) to disciple 

.
The instructions given at the initiation and at later religious tuition were conducted by 

a master the disciple took as his religious father (w lid d n ) in a life-long relation, and 
who received even more honours than his physical father.4 The oral transmission of 

2 Hylland Eriksen 1992. See also Mills 1998, chapter 5, on “othering” and on colonial and 
postcolonial discourse theory. Inspired by Marxist theorists like Michel Pecheux and Renée 
Balibar, Sara Mills stresses even more than Foucault “the conflictual nature of discourse, that it is 
always in dialogue and in conflict with other positions” (ibid, 14). 
3 Anderson 1991. Ronald Robertson 1992 deals with “the nostalgic paradigm” (169) in chapter 11: 
‘The search for fundamentals’ in global perspective. 
4 Described in the untitled Ms arab. Berlin 4291, see Strothmann 1952, 177 (Arabic text), 183 
(German translation). Focusing on Marocco and inspired by the work of Foucault, Abdellah 
Hammoudi (1997) has brilliantly demonstrated how the fundamental dialectic between Sufi master 
and disciple is deeply embedded in social life and reflected on the political level in the 
authoritarian structure of power. 
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religion among the Ali-oriented communities has apparently constituted a vital element 
of a distinctive type of situated social practice, by which personal tuition has
implemented deeep socialization into a religious life-style that was gradually internalized 
over years. 

Both among the Alevi and the  this face-to-face transmission of knowledge has 
been successively scripturalized and objectified in catechisms and similar written
instructions.5 The scripturalization of the oral tradition started early. The oldest extant 
texts, both the Turkish Buyruk catechisms from the 16th century and the Arabic 
ones from the 18th century, however, have retained the dialogue form of the personal
teaching situation and much of the character of spoken language. Such features are still
prominent in the manuscripts from the late 19th century. In fact, many of them 
can be characterized as intermeditate forms between oral and written texts. The 
initiation texts consisted of dialogues between master and disciple which the individual
sheikh took down in writing and handed over to his disciple. The copy was studied by
him in private, and when his master had made sure that the initiand had learnt it by heart
the text was burnt in order to preserve its secrecy. During my last field work in Syria in
the mid 1980s I was told by my Alawite friends that this procedure was still practised at
the initiation rituals. However, a 
number of these manuscripts have escaped the fire and are available in libraries and 
private collections.6 On the whole, these early forms of scripturalization among the 
Turkish Alevi and the Syrian did not essentially change the predominantly oral
character of religious transmission, since the catechisms were still in the hands of the
dedes and shaikhs and the manuscripts were used by them only in situations of strictly
personal instruction. 

Similarly, among the Ahl-e Haqq, the rich oral traditions, the kalam (lit.“word”), which 
were not written down until the 19th century, have retained their essentially oral character
even after they were committed to writing. The manuscripts of the kalam were carefully 
guarded by the seyyeds, the religious leaders, and the kalamkhans, the “masters of the 
word”. It is true that these authorities were challenged by Hajj Ne’mat (1873–1920), who 
believed that the time had come to disclose the secrets of the Ahl-e Haqq, but the literary 
style and genre characteristics of his own Shahname-ye Haqiqat essentially remains true 
to the kalam narrative. His work is a testimony of faith in which the author does not
attempt to justify, by any discursive arguments, the mysteries he reveals. And only in a
vague manner does he try to trace the revealed truths to a general Shia background. The
essential character of the person-to-person transmission of knowledge, as inherited 
wisdom transferred from master to disciple, seems to have been retained until the early
1960s, when we find the first serious attempts to reconcile the Ahl-e Haqq teachings with 
Shia orthodoxy. From then on the texts have gradually changed their character towards
objectification and adjustment to the socially conditioned verbal practices of the
contemporary religious discourse. 

5 See my contribution in this volume 
6 For the Buyruk texts, cf Otter-Beaujean 1997; cf also Bozkurt 1988, for a German translation and 
comments. For the  manuscripts, see my contribution to this volume. 

Epilogue     242



Hajj Ne’mat’s son Nur Ali Elahi (1896–1974), in his books Borhan ol-Haqq (1963) 
and Ma’refat ol-Ruh (1969), presents the Ahl-e Haqq as a Shia mystical order whose
adherents follow the shari’a. Approach and method in these books relate in a general way 
to Shia scholarship, not only by the use of a standard type of justification with references
to Koran and hadith, but also by means of new interpretations of Ahl-e Haqq rites and 
doctrines. The result is a rather interpretative synthesis of Ahle Haqq traditions and
mainstream Shia, by which alleged “heretical” elements are undercommunicated. In her
instructive account on the modern transformation of the Ahl-e Haqq community, Ziba 
Mir-Hosseini remarks: 

The sect’s increasing contact, through its educated members, with the urban 
religious elite whose Islam was theologically more elaborate, and with the 
modern educated elite who were attracted to religion on a more personal basis, 
had already transformed the sect’s traditional sphere of authority. Ahl-e Haqq 
faith now had to be modified, if it was to be meaningful in the new contexts. 
First, dogma had to be reinterpreted in order to be purged of elements that had 
put it outside the boundaries of official Islam. Secondly, the sect had to compete 
with the Islam of the Shi’a ulama without offending them.7

After Nur Ali Elahi’s death in 1974 the tradition has been carried on by his second son 
Bahram Elahi (b. 1931). After medical studies in France he returned to Iran and is now
Professor at Teheran University. On his return to Iran he went through a spiritual
conversion and was entrusted with the mission to guide others in the tradition of his
“Master”.8 In practice this means that his followers now study the printed texts of his 
father Nur Ali’s writings, such as Borhan ol-Haqq, as well as the printed editions of his
“sayings”, the goftar. The latter were recorded during the last decade of his life, and were
compiled and published by Bahram Elahi as the two volumes of Asar ol-Haqq (Vol I, 
Teheran 1978; Vol II, Teheran 1991).9

In addition to the publication of his father’s teaching, Bahram is himself the author of 
two books in French, La voie de la perfection: I’enseignement secret d’un maître kurde 
en Iran, Paris 1976 (Engl. transl.1987 and 1993), and Le chemin de la lumière: la voie de 
Nur ‘Ali Elahi, Paris 1985 (Engl. transl.1993). These books are an attempt to re-interpret 
the Ahl-e Haqq teaching according to a transreligious frame of reference in order to make 
it available to any traveller on the “path of perfection”. As Ziba Mir-Hosseini has rightly 
pointed out, the approach and style already in the first of these books “reveal the 
influence of both traditional Sufi literature and contemporary Western self-awareness 
manuals. Its focus is on the individual, dealing with stages of self-knowledge and self-
improvement, while placing Ahl-e Haqq teachings in the context of universal  

7 Mir-Hosseini 1997, 186. My account of the Ahl-e Haqq draws from Mir-Hosseini’s higly 
instructive article. 
8 ibid, 188 
9 ibid, 189 
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esoterism”.10 Finally, she concludes that in the 1993 edition of this book “there is no 
longer any mention whatsoever of Ahl-e Haqq; the reformists now appear to be rejecting 
this label altogether. The separation from the traditionalists is now complete”.11

The story of the Ahl-e Haqq traditions and texts is especially significant because it is a 
clear-cut but little known example of the successive stages in a scripturalization process 
among a predominantly Iranian group of the same family as the Turkish Alevi and the
Syrian . The progressive course of Ahl-e Haqq scripturalization demonstrates a
type of process that regularly takes place in post-traditional Middle East societies, and 
especially in big cities. The unstable, ambivalent conditions of the urban scene and its
marked cultural differences, where old traditions and life-styles are now transplanted, 
implies that no form of existence is any more its own raison d’être. Each ambiguous case 
has to be identified and argued for, or argued away, and chosen or rejected. Here, the
illocutionary force specific of the printed word comes into play with its double-dealing 
ability to change the form of a religious tradition, from being a ritually transferred model
to live by into a standardized doctrine. The commission to writing can transform a lived
religion into a systematized and objectified body of printed texts from which knowledge
is no more inherited, but acquired. The transmission of religious knowledge now takes
place in a different medium and in a differently situated social practice. It is now part of a
discourse in the hands of new religious agents, and in competition with other religious
positions, as in the example here discussed represented by New Age and powerful forms
of Islam. 

In Turkey, the vocabulary of the public discourse has been reframed in accordance 
with the radically changed conditions since the 1960s and 1970s, through the military
coup in 1980, and especially with the success of the Islamist movement. These events
have had a strong impact on the recent development of the Alevi and on the way they
have come to articulate themselves. Religious and cultural concepts are again used in the
discourse about the identity of the Alevi and their position in relation to mainstream
Islams. In this development, the new visibility of the Alevi and related groups in the
Middle East should not only be seen as a local example of a global pattern or as a contrast
to Sunni forms of Islam, but also, and more narrowly, as internal processes by which
aspects of political, social, cultural, and religious life have become objects of conscious
reflection and debate among the Alevi themselves. During the radical political climate of
the 1960s and 1970s the Alevi seemed to have adopted a new variant of their centuries-
old rebellious ideology, forged in politically leftist terms. During those years, and until
the mid 1980s, Alevi identity was not defined publicly in religious terms, but politically.
Indeed, at that time many believed that the Alevi would become assimilated into
secularized Turkish society and no longer exist as a religious group. These expectations
about the future of Alevism were probably based on the common idea of politics as
centered on “interests” and power relations alone, taking very little account of politics as 
“a struggle about people’s imagina- 

10 ibid, 190f 
11 ibid, 192 
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tions”,12 including notions on culture, morals and religion. However, it is not only the 
case that political issues are expressed by means of religious language, as is often pointed
out by experts on Middle East politics; it also occurs the other way around, that basic
cultural, moral, or religious values are articulated by means of “received” political
vocabularies. Different vocabularies are thus used according to circumstancies and the
conditions of the time, but the cultural, moral, and religious values themselves are not
circumstantial in the same way as vocabularies are. These different expressions would be
intelligible consequences, I think, if cultural processes, morals and religion are seen as
vital constituents of the political life itself, not as “a residual dimension of purportedly 
real politics”, and still less as consisting of “an insubstantial screen upon which real 
issues are cast in pale and passive form”.13

Texts have a life of their own. The very concept of writing is by itself a challenge to 
the idea of a meaning restricted by the intrinsic structure of the written text; the notion of
a structure that can be displayed, automatically presumes other structures, fundamentals,
or hierarchies of meanings, and it is just such notions which the endless differing and
deferring of writing calls in question. This process of spacial and temporal differing and
deferring, as well as the continual tendency of the written discourse towards overflow,
were summed up by Jacques Derrida in his early writings in the words différance and 
dissémination.14 Among the hybridized eclectics in cultural studies and literary theory
who thrive on the thought of Derrida this has been trivialized into trendy, arrogant, and
sterile ideas like “there is nothing outside the text”.15 However, if Derrida’s own notions 
are taken seriously they seem to be extremely seminal when applied in the field of
religion, especially as a tool for assessment and understanding of the  

12 Eickelman & Piscatori 1996, 9 quoting Kyösti Pekonen 
13 Eickelman & Piscatori 1996, 10 quoting Clive Kessler 
14 Derrida 1972a; 1972b; 1972c; Eagleton 1995, 134. The succesive accumulation of 
interpretations is not at all restricted to orally transmitted texts, but is thus also a vital element in 
the readers’ intercourse with written texts. Indeed, it seems to be a universal feature of writing 
itself, and especially in its tendency towards abundance which evades any final definition of 
meaning. As Jacques Derrida has pointed out in many of his works, all sorts of written discourse 
shows what he calls dissémination, a continual overflow, flickering, and defying of definite 
meaning, which seem to break the structure and limits of the text. The word is used by Derrida as a 
cover term for the very working of texts and their “movement” including displacements and 
irreducible alterabilities (Derrida 1972a; Derrida 1972b, 61, 107f). The place where it is most 
evident is of course “literary” discourse, but it is equally true of all forms of writing. In fact, 
Derrida refuses to make any absolute distinction between literary and non-literary texts. Even the 
texts of archives display the tendency towards surplus meaning, and frustrate the scholarly 
prejudice on such evidence as if they were given objects, once and for all delivered to the past. He 
speaks ironically about Even archive texts carry features which are not intrinsic in the documents 
themselves: “Le premier archiviste institue l’archive comme elle doit l‘être, c’est-à-dire non 
seulement en exhibant le document, mais en l’établissant. II le lit, l’interprète, le classe” (Derrida 
1995, 89). Such localization and interference give to the document a surplus meaning and will 
constitute characteristics of the document as text and its future reception. 
15 For a survey of recent post-colonial critique of various textualist positions, see Loomba 1998, 
94–103.
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scripturalization processes which take place today among the many religions which have
earlier been transmitted orally in the main. This is a wide field upon which
anthropologists and historians of religion have hardly entered. The scripturalization of the
Alevi traditions that takes place today in front of our eyes is only one example of a
world-wide phenomenon among minorities who claim the right to create their own 
historiography, which conveys meaning 

les normes classiques du savoir, de la scholarship et de l’épistémologie qui 
dominent dans toute communauté scientifique: ici l’objectivité de l’historien, de 
l’archiviste, du sociologue, du philologue, la reference a des themes et a des 
concepts stables, la relative extériorité par rapport a l’objet, en particulier par 
rapport a une archive déterminée comme déjà donnée, au passé, ou en tout cas 
seulement incomplete, determinable et donc terminable dans un avenir lui-
même determinable comme present futur, domination du constatif sur le 
performatif, etc. (Derrida 1995,83) 

to the form of life they live—their Meinungsgeschichte, as I would call it, in want of a 
better term—and to put into writing their cultural and religious life. 

To avoid misunderstanding, let me just point out that I am not specifically referring 
here to the much studied, but more limited processes by which individual oral traditions,
oral texts, or pieces of orature are committed to writing16 Neither am I raising the 
problem of the advent of writing in a general sense.17 What I am referring to is the 
scripturalization of entire religions which exist as forms of life in the sense of verbal,
practical, and institutional traditions. The committing of particular oral texts to writing is
only part of the displacements in the wider field of religion, while the scripturalization of
its more comprehensive oral expression, practice and institutions are both symptoms of
and provoke its transformation. This poses important methodological problems, as to how
to study these changes. How shall we approach and “read” the new upsurge of Alevi 
literature?

16 Such as in the now classical studies carried out by Albert B Lord, Milman Parry, Jan Vansina, 
Walter J Ong, Jack Goody, Ruth Finnegan, Lauri Honko, Dennis Tedlock, see the comprehensive 
bibliographies in Ong 1982; Vansina 1985; Goody 1993, and especially Finnegan 1992, 234–269, 
including mainly folklorists and anthropologists; cf also the journal Oral Tradition. For works by 
historians of religion, egyptologists, indologists, islamologists, judaic and biblical scholars from 
Hermann Gunkel and later, see Honko 1979, 3–34. For a survey of the Old Testament research cf 
Jeppesen & Otzen 1984, and for the New Testament cf Wansbrough 1991; cf Halverson 1994 for a 
critique of Kelber’s radical distinction of the oral and written Gospel tradition, now in the new 
edition Kelber 1997 (the first ed. appeared in 1983). For the mutual relation between the oral and 
the written, and for the most recent survey of the state of New Testament research, see 
Gerhardsson 1998). 
17 As Lévi-Strauss did in his “leçon d’écriture” in Tristes Tropiques (1955, chapter xxviii), 
thoroughly discussed by Derrida (1974 , Part II). 
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Seen in the perspective of comparative religion the growing amount of Alevi writings 
is a special case of a now world-wide and continuously developing genre that could be
labeled emic historiography of religion. Typical of a description belonging to this genre 
is that it constitutes itself a part of the religion it claims to describe, even a ritual part, and
the content of the description is itself part of the religious belief. Typical examples of this
category of writing are found in Judaism, Mandeism, Islam, and Bahá’í. The main part of
the new Alevi scriptures on religion belongs to this genre of literature, and should be
dealt with accordingly by historians and social scientists, that is, as written articulations
of Alevi religion which make use of the formal features of scholarly genres and its
terminology. In spite of their at times scientistic style, the Alevi writings on religion lack
the empirically based and theoretically founded comparative dimension and are in this
respect fundamentally different from academic works in comparative religion. Even if the
latter accidentally may appear as strictly idiographic exploratory soundings they are even
then tacitly governed by nomothetical research-guiding interests. These are important 
principles by which the academic historian or anthropologist of religion takes some form
of meta-position in relation to his or her subject. In contrast, such positioning is not
characteristic of the Alevi writings on religion. On the contrary, being part of the ongoing
process that they attempt to describe, they are in all essentials religious writings, and as
such their great importance should not be underestimated. They probably constitute some
of the most important religious elements of urban Alevism today. The separation from
village life has obviously stimulated the use of literate forms as a means of keeping up
Alevi identity. 

In the new Alevi scriptures imaginary constructions of the present religious worlds of
the Alevi in terms of a mystic rural past is a recurrent feature.18 These constructions exist 
today as narratives which circulate in the printed books, pamphlets and journals, and they
have their own enchantments. In contrast to the early scrip-turalization that took place in 
traditionally patterned and closed ritual settings, the present scripturalization takes place
in an open arena where competitive actors, like secularists and Islamists with their tinge
of agressive pseudo-intellectualism, also give their performances. These conditions are
reflected in the texts: the religious teachings and practices are objectified and organized
into dogmatic systems, and they are articulated in a form that enables them to serve as
markers of positions in the on-going cultural and religious discourse. The texts have 
become arguements aimed at defending exposed positions rather than expressions of
religious sentiments. Consequently, as usual when primal religious texts are included or
transformed into popular “specialist” literature, its bold imagery and aspects rich in
connotations are suppressed by reasoning and pseudo-scientific passages. The supposed 
narratee should not be confronted with  

18 In contrast to the new Alevi writings the Buyruk scriptures invite the scenario of an Anatolian 
Gemeinschaft in which the scriptures themselves were composed, dominated by the above-
mentioned orally communicated knowledge and models to live by, inherited face-to-face at 
initiation and other ritualized situations. The type of knowledge that we would expect to find in 
this generalized scenario is the everyday knowhow and wisdom that Foucault designed by the 
terms pouvoir/savoir (Foucault 1972; this book is about savoir
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hosts of connotations and unexplained metaphors. As a consequense, the texts take on an
arguing and discursive character. If the new Alevi writings on religion really are
important religious objects which reflect and stimulate the religious life of the urban
Alevi, then we have to conclude that their religion is profoundly transformed. 

Taking the Turkish situation into consideration I would thus urge that we pay close 
attention to the Alevi writings as writing, not as a mere window to some other, more
“real” Alevi reality, in the past, present or future. The new domain in which the Alevi
now articulate themselves is a popular form of “specialist” literature. Because of the 
obvious abundance of the new Alevi literature on religion, which is in striking contrast to
the situation in the 1980s, because of its accumulative and repetitive character, and
because of its mediocre scholarly quality, which both Turkish and European scholars
have pointed out.19 I would suggest that we take this evidence seriously. The kind of
reading to be undertaken by scholars would then deviate from the master paradigm of
philosophy, which rests on a naively representational theory of language, with its
attempts to efface the vehicle of meaning in order to allow the truth to make its  

as its original French title indicates: L’Archéologie du savoir, Gallimard: Paris 1969. Foucault 
never wrote any Archéologie du pouvoir, cf Spivak 1993, 36). This is also the “low” world of 
personal proximity and concern, basic values and experiences, non-verbalized in the main, which is 
not easily caught by systematic descriptions, and which Gayatri Spivak calls the ontic knowing
(Spivak 1993, 37ff; she opposes “ontic knowing” and “ontological knowledge”, ibid, 39; she 
elaborates Foucault’s terms ibid, 34ff; behind the terminology hides, of course, Heidegger’s 
existential analysis). The facts of mass communication and mass education, as well as the 
resurgence of Islamism have thoroughly reshaped the organization of religious knowledge among 
the Alevi and profoundly transformed their religiosity (cf Meeker 1994; Meeker 1991 on Islamic 
intellectuals, media culture and the resurgence of Islam in Turkey). The recent scenario is the 
Gesellschaft of the big city with its institutionalized regimes of power and knowledge which settle 
how the world should be described and governed. These great apparatuses of knowledge, which 
Foucald called puissance/connaissance and Spivak calles ontological knowledge (Foucault 1969 
and 1972; Spivak 1993, 39), are typical of the journalistic, academic and political worlds. It is a 
common supposition among the fashionable set that such knowledge conveys an objective picture 
of the world, and that it does and should agree with everyday experience. The profound 
transformation of religion in Turkey in recent years, including Islamisms, Sufisms, and Alevism, 
seems to be marked by a drift towards institutionalized forms of knowledge. This implies that 
religious knowledge can increasingly be acquired through writing and other mass media, that 
religions transform themselves into institutionalized systems of knowledge and survive in this form 
within the Gesellschaft, and that religious life is largely reprogrammed into membership of 
religious organizations. 
19 For instance, Ethem Ruhi Fı lalı, who is professor at the theological faculty in Izmir, complains 
in the introduction to his book Türkiye’de Alevilik-Bekta ilik, that the main part of these 
publications lack a “scientific” outlook and should at the best be regarded from an ideological 
perspective (Fı lalı 1991, 1–6). However, as Bilici 1996, 294 rightly points out, Fı lalı’s own 
approach is ideologically tinged: “En somme, pour cet auteur, les Alévis ne sont que les Sunnites
turkmènes, terme qui ne correspond a aucune réalité historique et doctrinaire”. In her contribution 
to this volume Karin Vorhoff expresses a similar opinion, but goes one step futher, saying that 
“recent Turkish writings are even more directly part of a social and political process…and that they 
affect the constitution and perception of social reality itself’. I agree with these views, and suggest  
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appearance in all its purity.20 It would also deviate from the historian’s source-critical 
attempt to find out the historical truth behind the biased dis-courses of the sources. The 
kind of reading I suggest would not reduce the texts to a display of a social context, a
moral, a belief, a biographical or historical origin or course of events, or a political
agenda. Although the new Alevi books claim to mirror Alevi religious life in a true way,
scholars would derive very little benefit from them if their value is reduced to such
mimetic functions. Also, we would profit very little if the written texts were considered
as sullied versions of pure oral tradions and uncontaminated beliefs. Rather, the particular
manifestations of the written texts, including their contaminations, are themselves
powerful articulations of Alevi religion, and valuable evidence if they are taken as objects
which are part and parcel of the on-going process of religious change. 

Writing and reading are apparently important steps today in the making of a new
religious identity of the Alevi, and in marking the presence of their religion. If we apply
speech-act theory to writing, the very appearance in writing of Alevi books has not only a 
locutionary aspect, attempting to tell some audience about the beliefs and customs of the
Alevi. The process as such has also a distinctive illocutionary force in that it involves a
performance that demonstrates the presence of the Alevi in the larger Turkish society. By
doing this, the process may convince people that this is so; they may accept this fact or
regret it. The act of writing has a perlocutionary force since it brings about such effects.
However, we know very little empirically about these intentions and effects of Alevi
writing, and also very little about the actual reading habits among the Alevi.
Anthropological studies carried out in this field are nonexistent for the Alevi and meagre
for the rest.21 Writer and reader oriented investigations could benefit heavily from the
text-pragmatical methods and the reader-respons criticism that have been elaborated and 
practised by scholars of comparative literature and religion during the last two decades.22

Religious texts are profoundly worldly. The spoken and written things of religion,
including its emic historiography discussed here, are worldly objects, though sometimes
intangible, sometimes events. As such they are part of the social life in which they are
created, located and used.23 The bulk of the new Alevi literature on religion should thus
be treated as objects, in certain respects as ritual objects, of the current urban Alevi
religion, to be studied in their own right. The buying and keeping of books also seem to
be an epigraphic, and even “talismanic” phenomenon with formulaic and iconic 
ingredients. The book and its title, in the bookstore and in the bookshelf at home, or an
issue of an Alevi magazine that has been left on the table, demonstrate and define the
presence of an identity. Writing, and the keeping of written things, seem to deny deaths:
that of memory, of fame, of identity, and indeed that of absence, which as such carries a
trace of death. If that were not so there would probably be no writing and no keeping of
written things. The written, however, will not really fill the vacancy of the absent thing, it
rather attempts to incorporate metonymically its absense.

that the argument can even be sharpened in the case of the Alevi who write about their religion. 
20 Eagleton 1995, 143; Atkinson in Derrida 1992, 76. My views derive from my early field studies 
of religious speech-situations among the Maasai nomads in Kenya 1972–1974, and from my 
critique of mimesis 
theories of religious language. Variants of naive mimesis notions of language, ritual and 
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iconography have tacitly governed much of the comparative research in religion in a most 
devastating way, cf Olsson 1982, 13–68. Regrettably, I was not acquainted with Derrida and his 
critique of the logocentric position and his views on writing at that time, but have later profited 
greatly from his works, such as Derrida 1972a; 1972b; 1972c; 1974; 1992; 1995. 
21 Archetti 1994, 23; Pálsson 1995; see, however the short but interesting account in Lambek 1993, 
chapter 5: “Educating Citizens: The Reproduction of Textual Knowledge”, 134–161. 
22 On Foucault and Derrida on authorship, cf During 1992, 120ff, which has also inspired me to 
the concluding words. For an overview of reader-oriented theories and methods cf Selden & 
Widdowson 1993, chapter 3. An anthology of contemporary essays is provided by Bennett 1995. 
On the newly awakened interest in written texts among anthropologists, see Archetti 1994 and 
Pálsson 1995. 
23 Here, my view on the location and life of texts agrees with Edward Said’s. He says: “My 
position is that texts are worldly, to some degree they are events, and, even when they appear to 
deny it, they are nevertheless a part of the social world, human life, and of course the historical 
moments in which they are located and interpreted” (Said 1984, 4). With respect to the life of texts 
the deconstuction position of Derrida, outlined above, is not incompatible with the “new 
historicism”, as exemplified by Said. Deconstruction is, in my view, not in itself anti-historical or 
anti-sociological.
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