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Alevism as a Productive Misunderstanding : 
the Hacıbektaş festival 

 
 

Elise Massicard 

in : P. J. White, J. Jongerden (eds.) Turkey’s Alevi Enigma. Brill, Leiden, January 2003, p. 
125-140. 

 

An ongoing discussion attempts to define the nature and identity of Alevism: is it a purely 
religious community, an ethnic identity, a political faction, or some special way of life? 
Neither its scope, nor its content are clearly defined.  

Confronted with the complexity of this phenomenon, recent scholarly research has focused on 
the issue of identity, addressing its ethnic aspects (van Bruinessen 1997; Kehl-Bodrogi 1998) 
or showing its elusiveness (Elwert 1997; Olsson et. al. 1998) and its constructed nature 
(Vorhoff 1998).  

It would go beyond the scope of this contribution to offer a satisfying solution to this identity 
issue which is, in my opinion, more than merely an academic one. But to make an attempt to 
understand the logic and dynamics of this indeterminate situation would in fact appear to be 
an interesting alternative. In this perspective, I shall analyse what is considered to be a central 
event in contemporary Alevism, the annual Hacıbektaş festival, in order to try to understand, 
if not what Alevism is, at least, how it works1. 

 

The Emergence of a Festival 

A religious-folkloristic event. The tekke (dervish lodge) at Hacıbektaş, which had been the 
headquarters of the Bektashi Order since the 13th century, fell after its closure in 1925 into a 
state of disrepair, its contents dispersed to various museums (Norton 1992:187). Even after 
this date, the site continued to be a place of pious visits due to the ritual functions of the 
sheikhs of Hacıbektaş (Faroqhi 1992:23) and the common practice of pious visits to 
mausoleums. Restoration of the tekke by the Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü began in 1958 after a 
relaxation of the anti-religious drive. Considerable efforts were needed to recuperate some of 
the tekke’s effects and relics of the Bektashi order and the Janissaries, until a museum was 
opened on 16 August 1964 due to a local initiative strongly influenced by Bektashi circles. 
Each year since then, from 16 to 18 August, ceremonies of commemoration -- Hacı Bektaş 
Anma Töreni-- have been held there in honour of Hacı Bektaş Veli. 

Just as the Mevlevis had to deny any religious motives in order to persuade the authorities to 
allow their annual December festival in Konya to take place in 1953, the organisers of the 
Hacıbektaş event had to portray it as a purely touristic initiative (Norton 1992:188). Thus, 
although the festival still draws many pilgrims (Sinclair-Webb 1999:264), it shares several of 
the “touristic” features that are frequently to be seen in festivals throughout Turkey. Folk 
dancers in “traditional” costumes of varying degrees of authenticity, concerts by folk 
musicians and poets and dramatic performances assume a prominent position in the program. 
Since new public buildings were set up in the 1970’s, exhibitions of paintings and 
photographs  as well as lectures on Bektashism have also been held during the festival, thus 
bringing many artists, writers and academics, and further enhancing the reputation of the 
event (Norton 1992:188). 



Political influence.. The influence of politics upon the festival increased markedly in the 
1970’s along with a general political polarisation. The festival organisation passed from 
people whose chief motivation was a deep attachment to the teachings of Hacı Bektaş Veli 
into the hands of younger men yearning for radical political change in Turkey. Many of the 
songs of the ozan (saz-players who sing their own compositions) became more markedly 
political and left-wingers swept into the festival, which they came to see as an opportunity to 
disseminate their views (Norton 1992:189). 

Accordingly, the attitude of the authorities towards the festival depended upon the 
government in power. An oppressive military presence and a ban on the performance of the 
play Pir Sultan Abdal marked the 1977 festival under Demirel’s right-wing coalition. On the 
contrary, in 1978, Ecevit sent three ministers of his left-of-centre government to make 
generous promises, and no restrictions were placed on the performances (Norton 1992:189). 

Etatization. After an interruption of the festival for 3 years due to the 12th of September 
military take-over, the municipality, assisted by the State, assumed responsibility for its 
organisation. Political influence on the event reached a turning point in 1990, as the Ministry 
of Culture took over its organisation and transformed it into an international one. More and 
more ministers, deputies, and representatives from all parties attended, most of them making 
speeches during the opening ceremony, or sending messages; even the Turkish President 
attended for the first time in 1994. Hacıbektaş became a place for political bargaining, 
offering promises, for making demands and taking positions for various actors, the main one 
being the state2. Accordingly, in the 1990s, it was difficult for openly Kurdish Alevis to 
obtain a stand from the municipality. 

The etatization of the festival provoked protests against the political recuperation of a cultural 
event, and the perversion of the ideals represented by Hacı Bektaş Veli3. Such representations 
of an Alevism whose faith was displaced to a fringe phenomenon, thus being reduced to its 
folkloristic characteristics such as saz or semah, and narrowly interpreted as a tolerant form of 
Islam adapted to the Turkish people, were also strongly criticised (Väth 1993: 220-221). 

Alevi associations have been increasingly active in the festival and have used this occasion to 
bring and mobilise participants4, and to gather and discuss important issues. Thus, during the 
1992 festival, they published a manifesto calling for the representation of Alevis in the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs and for the democratisation of Turkey5. As early as 1966, some 
preparatory meetings for the foundation of the Birlik Partisi had been held during the 
festival6. 

Centrality. Actually, the festival has increased in scope with the “Alevi revival”. The daily 
newspaper Cumhuriyet expected 50,000 participants to attend in 19937, and 500,000 in 1998, 
although after the event, they estimated the number of visitors to be ca. 200,0008. Quite 
interestingly, new pilgrimage practices to Hacıbektaş have appeared in recent years, such as 
those of the younger members of a Kurdish-Alevi Koçgiri tribe from Sivas who live in 
Istanbul, and who have been organising a pilgrimage to Hacıbektaş for several years (Seufert 
1997:165). Interviews with Alevis in Turkey and Europe (including such divergent 
individuals as a leftist student and saz-player in Sivas, an old woman from a mountain village, 
a Kurdish industrial-worker in Istanbul, a dede-family living in Ankara, a young white-collar 
worker in Istanbul, a student in Germany, a Bektashi woman in Germany, and a Kurdish 
activist in Germany) show that most of them had attended the Hacıbektaş festival at least once 
in their lives and often more frequently. Many Alevis and tourists from Europe also 
participate. The few Alevis I met who had never attended wished very much to do so. As a 
result, Hacıbektaş is not only one of the largest and oldest such events in Turkey, it is today 
considered to be the central regular Alevi manifestation, more important on a national scale 



and in the media than other festivals known to be Alevi, such as Abdal Musa. This "event" 
which is also a "place" and a "time", has managed to impose its centrality, both within and 
without. 

 

Diversity, Difference and Coexistence 

Despite the fact of its centrality, every attempt to define the nature of this event seems to fail. 
The very developments of this ‘semi-religious, semi-cultural festival’ (Faroqhi 1992:19) show 
its undetermined nature, lying somewhere between pilgrimage, festival, and commemoration, 
a nature reflected in the different names given to it: ‘Hacı Bektaş Veli Kültür-Sanat 
Senlikleri’, ‘Etkinleri’, or ‘Anma Törenleri’. Is it a religious event, a touristic one, a political 
one, or a folkloristic one? I would argue that this very indeterminacy reflects the diversity of 
actors, activities, and logics coexisting during this event. 

Diversity of participants and scenes. Visitors come to the festival from all over Turkey and 
beyond, and from very diverse backgrounds - from peasants to the President. Norton notes the 
diversity of activities, observing that many religious-minded participants are not interested in 
touristic trappings (Norton 1992:190). Visitors thus come to the event with different interests, 
values, and motivations. In contrast to an institutionalised pilgrimage like the one to Mecca, 
there is no rigid procedure to be followed and no obligation to visit all sites (Norton 
1992:190). Actually, I would argue that the festival is characterised by a great diversity of 
scenes (both official and un-official), of constituencies and participatory modes (Bauman 
1992:112-113).  

The most « massive » scene is the official opening ceremony on the morning of August 16, 
near the municipal headquarters, with a speech of welcome, political speeches, a parade of the 
band, and semah performances. But there are many other places, where various people meet 
and different activities are performed (for a detailed description of them, see Norton, 
1992:190-194): the tekke / museum, where some group will occasionally ‘perform its rituals 
regardless of curious tourists and the objections of museum officials’; the houses of leading 
Bektashis, where devout Bektashis from different parts of Turkey and beyond gather, 
exchanging news and views, and paying their respects to their superiors in the Order (Norton 
1992:190-191); the streets, mainly a place for commercial and political publicity (for parties, 
movements through tracts and books) ; the ritual places, like Çilehane or Beştaşlar, where 
different rituals such as sacrifice (kurban) and “superstitious” practices are performed by a 
chiefly rural population ; the public seminar rooms, with leading academicians, writers and 
leaders of associations ; the encampments where political groups, in part illegal left-wingers, 
disseminate their publications and try to recruit without being caught by the security forces ; 
concerts by ozan and the semah performances gathering crowds in the concert halls. It would 
be interesting to work out a ‘scenology’ (Balandier 1992:150), and typology of “trajectories” 
which would show the diversity of participatory modes in this festival. 

 

Which Alevism? Interestingly enough, these different visitor constituencies -- since most 
people come in groups -- have quite different, or even opposing, representations of what 
Alevism / Bektashism is: for some, it is a purely religious matter -- for some, the real religion 
of Turks, and for others... of Kurds. For others, it is a political philosophy of liberation and 
resistance. For further groups, Alevism is a way of life mainly characterised by tolerance and 
critical-mindedness. For the last ones, it is the very tradition of democracy... Not to say that 
for some people involved in ethnic commercial activities involving the sale of amulets or 
similar objects, it is also a way to earn their daily bread. The absence of consensus on what 



Alevism really is, and even of agreement about which level such an identity should be defined 
upon (religious? social? political? philosophical?) is to my mind the most striking feature of 
contemporary Alevism (Väth 1993:216-217 ; Elwert 1997: 68). The struggle over the 
meaning of Alevism, most debated among elites and actors in the public discourse, is also 
very present among the spectators, the Alevi masses. 

The coexistence of divergent opinions and trends during the festival, is, if peaceful, not ideal: 
most of the participants are conscious of their differences and thus criticise the “others”: 
“these peasants are cahil (ignorant), they are superstitious”, one left-wing activist told me. 
“This is not a real semah, these young people don’t even know the signification of the 
movements they are performing, they are perverting Alevism” ; „these young people have no 
faith, just an identity problem“ ; “these people are atheists, not Alevis” ; “These village people 
cannot understand the real sense of Bektashism”, etc. Interestingly enough, these differences 
are rarely publicly expressed during the festival, yet they show themselves constantly through 
private discussions. 

 

Symbols and Images: Ambiguity and Productivity 

My hypothesis is that shared symbols cover the lack of consensus concerning the nature of 
Alevism, since the assertion of Alevism and of one’s identification with it are more important, 
in this context, than the definition of its content.  

A symbol can be defined as ‘any object used by human beings to index meanings that are not 
inherent in, nor discernible from, the object itself’ (Elder & Cobb 1983:28). An object 
becomes a symbol when people endow it with meaning or value (Elder & Cobb 1983:29). In 
the framework of the festival, we can thus consider figures like Atatürk, Ali, Pir Sultan and 
Hacı Bektaş himself (represented by various sculptures and images), and slogans (such as 
'gelin canlar bir olalim'), semahs and deyiş, even words like 'Alevi', to be significant symbols 
used by actors, be they organisers or active participants, and reinterpreted by spectators.  

 

Ambiguity of symbols and the diversity of meaning: By their very nature as vehicles for 
condensing and simplifying a variety of significants, symbols are imprecise and thus provide 
scope for interpretation (Elder & Cobb 1983:34). Thus, the same symbol may communicate 
different things to different people (Balandier 1992:35). That which is perceived by some may 
even be at odds with others perceive. However, this heterogeneity of interpretation tends to go 
unrecognised: because the symbols are socially shared and culturally sustained, people tend to 
assume that the meaning they find is intrinsic to the symbols involved and thus common to all 
(Elder & Cobb 1983:10, 34). This symbolic consensus rests on the attribution of some kind of 
significance to a given symbol, and upon common affective sentiments toward it - not on any 
real agreement about its substantive meaning, nor on any homogeneity of motivations. For 
example, Norton notes that the play Pir Sultan Abdal always stirs strong emotions both in 
Alevi - Bektashi audiences and among the political left, but for quite different reasons (Norton 
1992:189). 

People may be talking past one another, but that is of little consequence as long as the referent 
of these symbols is remote, abstract, ambiguous, or poorly understood. Only when the 
substantive meaning of a symbol comes into question, or when actions initiated in its name 
become more proximate and clearly understood by more people, will the shallowness of this 
consensus be revealed, and the unifying power of the symbol thus destroyed (Elder & Cobb 
1983:120-121). 



Many examples of symbolic consensus, most of them leaning on common affective sentiment, 
may be found by observing the festival. Norton notes that ‘some entertainments of the festival 
have a significance to Bektashis beyond what is apparent to casual tourists. What may seem to 
them mere folk dances are mostly performances of the traditional Bektashi sema (...) 
symbolising the Bektashi understanding of existence’ (Norton 1992:189). But, the symbol 
upon which this diversity of meanings and consensus can best be shown may well be the 
figure of Hacı Bektaş Veli himself. 

Hacı Bektaş Veli as a symbol. Hacı Bektaş is a central figure of Alevism, since it is through 
him that Anatolian Alevism can be most clearly distinguished from Syrian Alawism or from 
the Twelver Shiism in Iran (Vorhoff 1998:237) ; he also permits the making of a direct link 
between Alevism and Bektachism, which are quite different sociological realities. Moreover, 
he is also respected by Sunnis, which is important in relation to the outside society. Like other 
figures, he may be considered as a ‘symbol’, one standing for many different things. But he is 
also a quite consensual figure among Alevis, because very little is definitely known about 
him, and because most of the other figures in Alevism have a more precise significance: Pir 
Sultan Abdal is distinguished by a more marked left-wing connotation since the 60’s, 
sometimes reinterpreted as Kurdish; Atatürk a more state-centred one, and Ali a more clearly 
religious one. But Hacı Bektaş is the figure who permits the widest range of interpretations, 
and thus is most easily appropriated for a symbolic consensus among different constituencies. 

Thus, on a religious scale, Alevi authors might see in Hacı Bektaş a heterodox saint, sceptical 
of the formal requirements of orthodox Islam, whereas Sunni academics might find a more 
orthodox figure (Vorhoff 1998: 239).  

Visitors who attend the festival chiefly out of religious devotion to Hacı Bektaş Veli prefer 
the traditional interpretations of his life, although most of them lean to the left (Norton 1992: 
190). Nevertheless, more definitely political interpretations have also been present since the 
beginnings of the festival, as Hacı Bektaş Veli was celebrated as a proponent of progressive 
views in advance of his times, as a popular leader who instructed and guided the people to 
improve their living conditions (Vorhoff 1998: 241)9. Particular attention was then drawn to 
aspects of Bektashism that were in accord with Kemalism, such as the importance attributed 
to education or to the rights of women (Norton 1992:188)10. Later, more radical political 
circles began drawing parallels between Turkey of the 1970s and 13th-century Anatolia when 
Hacı Bektaş strove to eradicate foreign influences : 'Hacı Bektaş was not, as many people may 
think, a religious leader, a saint or a seer. He was a socialist revolutionary thinker and leader 
who… offered a plan for a new, an human social system’11. Hacı Bektaş was thus proclaimed 
as a champion in the fight against fascism (Norton 1992: 189). 

But Hacı Bektaş can also be interpreted on an ethnic, or nationalist level: he was first 
celebrated in the Kemalist tradition as a great figure in Turkish history and the defender of a 
pure Turkish language. While Kurdish interpretations do not fit him well (since all we know 
about him is that he came from Central Asia), those who try to fight nationalism of all kinds 
state assert that Alevism must be understood as a culture specific to Anatolia, one including 
elements of every people, culture, and faith that has ever flourished there. This view seems to 
be the one represented in the new Museum of Archaeology and Ethnography in Hacıbektaş, 
which exhibits objects from different „Anatolian civilisations“. Hacı Bektaş Veli is then 
presented as a man devoid of any racial characteristics, as a master of syntheses (Vorhoff 
1998: 242-243). 

The example of Hacı Bektaş Veli clearly shows that symbols permit the coexistence of 
different interpretations, even on different levels, which are related to the various identities 
attributed to Alevism itself. This does not mean that such a symbolic consensus is without 



social consequences. On the contrary, this social variability in meaning explains the peculiar 
potency of symbols to arouse people with diverse backgrounds, interests, and concerns for 
different and even incompatible reasons (Elder & Cobb 1983:35, 116, 120). Symbols are, 
therefore, ideal media through which people can speak a “common” language, behave in 
apparently similar ways, participate in the “same” rituals, and pray to the “same” gods, but 
without subordinating themselves to the constraints of a uniform meaning (Cohen 1985:21). 
Through this process, ‘members of a mass converge on a common object because of an 
idiosyncratic attraction by each of them to selected characteristics of the object. Their 
common convergence produces the impression of homogeneous behaviour...’ (Brown & 
Ellithorp 1970 : 363). Thus, we may call this process productive misunderstanding. 

Symbols and the assertion of community. In the frame of the Hacıbektaş festival, one 
productive effect of the use of symbols is the assertion of an Alevi community. Cohen argues 
that the reality of community in people’s experience inheres in their attachment to a common 
body of symbols ; much of the boundary-maintaining process is thus concerned with 
maintaining and further developing this commonality of symbols. The symbolic repertoire of 
a community accumulates differences found within the community and provides the means 
for their expression, interpretation and containment. A society masks such internal divisions 
by using or imposing a common set of symbols (Cohen 1985: 21, 73, 84). Thus, the diffusion 
of diverse objects (clocks, calendars...) carrying standardised images of Ali, Hacı Bektaş, Pir 
Sultan or Atatürk, saz, or Zülfikar, and functioning as signals of identity, and their constant 
utilisation in discourses, also contribute to this assertive process (see also Sinclair-Webb 
1999:260). 

A people will use symbols to re-assert community and its boundaries when the process and 
the consequences of change threaten its integrity, when the actual geo-social boundaries of the 
community are undermined or weakened, i.e. especially among communities whose members 
have been dispersed and for whom ritual provides occasions for the reconstitution of the 
community (Cohen 1985:28, 50), which is certainly the case for Alevis. Further, Anderson 
argues that community as such is „imaginary“, or symbolically constructed (Anderson 
1983:14-16). Symbols then serve to give affirmation to a common group identity or set of 
values (Elder & Cobb 1983:17). These symbols are also disseminated through the press, and 
in associations. But Hacıbektaş is the main place and time where Alevis from very different 
backgrounds and origins come face-to-face, communicating their commonality mainly 
through symbols, and thus constructing a community.  

In this frame, Alevism itself can be seen as a symbolic boundary:  

The content of the most elusive categories is so unclear that they exist largely or 
only in terms of their symbolic boundaries. Such categories (...) are almost 
impossible to spell out with precision. The attempt to do so invariably generates 
argument, sometimes worse. But their range of meanings can be glossed over in a 
commonly accepted symbol - precisely because it allows its adherents to attach 
their own meanings to it. Community is such a boundary-expressing symbol. As a 
symbol, it is held in common by its members; but its meanings vary with its 
members’ unique orientations toward it. (...) The reality and efficacy of the 
community’s boundary - and therefore, of the community itself - depends upon its 
symbolic construction and embellishment (Cohen 1985:15).  

The festival satisfies this yearning for community in an artificial context (Baron and Spitzer 
1992:12), where folklore is, through the pastoral allegory of cultural loss and the 
objectification of culture, also a means of creating a symbolic consensus on community (on 
folklore, see also Sinclair-Webb 1999:271, 273). This consensus is a celebratory one, because 



of the rhetoric of authenticity of folkloristic representations, and because of the inevitably 
enshrining and valorising effects of museums (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1992: 33-34, 38). 

 

The micro-level. Abner Cohen describes individuals who found a sense of ethnic identity 
through their activity in the Carnival of Notting Hill. Where previously, as young immigrants, 
they had felt rootless and unable to identify either with their society of origin or of settlement, 
they found psycho-social orientation within the boundaries marked by Carnival (Cohen 
1980:15). We may assume that the Hacıbektaş festival is also effective in community-creating 
on a micro level, both through the utilisation of symbols and through its effectiveness as a 
ritual. 

In general, symbols provide a link between the individual and the larger social order, and are 
vehicles through which diverse motivations, expectations and values are synchronised, and 
social diversity aggregated and translated into collective action (Elder & Cobb 1983:XIII, 1, 
28, 150). Each individual is able to define the community for himself using the shared 
symbolic forms proffered by the festival. Symbols speak of the individual’s relation to his 
group and to the world as mediated by his group membership; and both construct and allow 
the individual to experience social boundaries (Cohen 1985:54-55). 

We might argue that the festival is also effective in setting up the boundaries of a common 
experience of community, one assimilable to a ritual. The social and psychological 
effectiveness of ritual as an important means through which people experience community, 
confirming and strengthening social identity, has been recognised by Turner (Turner 1969). 
Eickelman, analysing the social effects of the pilgrimage to Mecca, notes that a heightened 
individual identification with Islam may come about ; but an ambivalent identity is also likely, 
if not more likely, to result. Pilgrims become aware of the community of faith and of the goals 
tying them to their fellow travellers. But at the same time, they come into direct contact with 
real differences, thus acquiring a consciousness of locality. Travel may define frontiers to 
others, but also frontiers between Muslims, thus narrowing their horizons (Eickelman 1990: 
XIV-XV). Some similar dialectical identification may be argued in the case of Hacıbektaş.  

Rituals afford their participants an opportunity to assimilate symbolic forms to their 
individual and idiosyncratic experiences and social and emotional needs (Cohen 1985:53). 
The Hacıbektaş festival is a prime occasion where the Alevi community is constituted both on 
a collective and on an individual level, mainly through the use of symbols in a dialectic 
between unity and diversity. 

 

Negotiating with the « Other » and the Public Representation of Alevism 

But, symbolism creates a sense of identity and, by the same token, of difference from others, 
and will also be used in order to discriminate among and to classify others (Cohen 1985:53, 
122). In this perspective, public folklore, as the representation of folk traditions in new 
contours and contexts beyond the private communities and informal settings in which they 
originated, is used by groups to symbolise their identity to themselves as well as to others 
(Baron and Spitzer 1992:1). The outside, the „other“ is also omnipresent in the festival. 

Baumann notes that public ritual often accommodates ‘others’ as spectators, invited guests, 
and, even when physically absent, as categorical referents. Thus, it can serve to negotiate the 
differing relationships of its participants with these „others“, to reformulate cultural values 
and self-definitions towards change (Baumann 1992:102, 110).  



Public ritual in plural societies (...) can very often be viewed as a claim to public 
attention, public space, and public recognition in an arena which allows and 
encourages multiple readings of symbolic messages. This is especially clear when 
the participants in a ritual do not even seem to form a ritual community but are 
recognised most easily as loose alliance of ritual constituencies, each using 
symbolic forms to stake mutual claims (Bauman 1992:100-101).  

The festival, through its centrality and publicity, is the main public point of contact, 
representation and articulation of Alevism-Bektachism to the outside world. The event 
invariably attracts considerable publicity, mainly through the media. Articles on Hacı Bektaş 
Veli and on Bektashi history appear in newspapers, and pictures of the opening ceremonies 
and some of the public entertainments in the evenings are transmitted via television across the 
land. The festival is included among the annual events listed in Turkish tourist brochures 
(Norton 1992:188) and internet sites. The Hacıbektaş festival, as the most public event of 
Alevism, is a central point of negotiation of public space for Alevism in Turkey.  

Actually, the multi-vocality of the celebration permits diverse participants to communicate 
with different outside audiences (Cohen 1985:57). For different constituencies may 
accommodate different “others”, according to what they consider Alevism to be, and may use 
different symbols for this purpose: for example, the main “others” for the Alevi Kurdish 
activists are not the Sunnis, but the Turks and/or the state: they will use mainly Zülfikâr and 
Pir Sultan as symbols. For religious-minded Alevis, the main “others” may be atheists or 
leftists, be they Sunni or Alevi, whereas for Republicans, the “others” may be all religious-
minded people. If almost everyone strives for a public recognition of Alevism, quite different 
representations of what this means and against whom this should be enforced coexist. 
Therefore, the struggle among various actors for the meaning of Alevism is connected with 
the definition of its “other”, and thus with negotiations of its public space.  

However, the public negotiation of Alevism with the outside as transmitted by the media is 
quasi-monopolised by state agents and politicians. In Hacıbektaş, the main point of public 
contact between Alevis and the state, Alevism is officially presented in a celebratory way as 
being in keeping with the republic; Hacı Bektaş becomes a quite state-loyal figure implicated 
with Turkism, especially when combined with Atatürk. Most criticism for state discrimination 
and co-responsibility in massacres are omitted -- I witnessed in 1999 that groups making 
publicly anti-state claims were quickly apprehended by security forces. The sentiment of 
“belonging to it” created by these interpretations is one of the reasons why Demirel, one of 
the main enemies of leftists in the 1970s, can be applauded in Hacıbektaş as a President in the 
1990s. Thus, Hacıbektaş is also an occasion where the image of an inclusive, tolerant state is 
created, for which Alevism is a source of authenticity and turkishness and a resource against 
Islamist and Kurdist movements.  

Moreover, by coming to Hacıbektaş and addressing “the Alevis” or “the Alevi-Bektashis” 
with declarations and promises, politicians can reach a very large audience. If they came to 
address Alevis on another occasion, they would have to identify with the particular tendency 
organising that manifestation, and would then reach a far smaller audience, involving the 
danger of creating enemies among the other tendencies, which would be quite unproductive 
for any politician hunting for votes. Moreover, by assuming that there are “Alevis” and that 
they may be addressed as such, politicians also enforce the unity they presume, which is re-
transmitted by the media to the larger public on a national scale.  

Politicians, who propose different versions of Alevism according to the vision they represent, 
try not to be exclusive in order to gain a large audience, thus also using symbolic language for 
this negotiation with the outside. In the process of communication, since some slippage in the 



meaning of symbols is inevitable, communicators may seek to exploit the ambiguities 
involved (Elder & Cobb 1983:32). Öymen, the general secretary of the Republican People’s 
Party, presented his ziyaret (pilgrimage) to Hacıbektaş in June 1999 --outside the festival-- as 
a protection of laicism against the (islamist) danger, and explained that the word ‘Hacıbektaş’ 
meant to him peace, brotherhood, tolerance and solidarity12, thus providing his definition of 
Alevism – Bektashism as symbolised by the place itself. Symbols allow those who employ 
them to supply part of their meaning (Cohen 1985:14). Thus, when the Minister of Interior 
Ismet Sezgin came to the festival in 1992 and hung a wish to a tree to prevent « terrorism »13, 
he adopted a common superstitious practice in order to captivate the “Alevis” for his version 
of « peace », i.e. against the PKK in the south-east. During the 1999 opening ceremony, as 
Prime Minister Ecevit interrupted his speech when hearing the ezan (call to prayer), he was 
putting into practice the assumed ‘tolerance’ and ‘respect’ shown by Alevism to others, thus 
performing what he had just pronounced, namely, that Sunnis and Alevis were brothers.  

Benefiting superficially but effectively from the perversely legitimating power of the media, 
the interpretations of politicians are, then, transferred to society (Pardo 1999:88). However, 
on other scenes, other interpretations of symbols, other negotiations with different “others” 
are performed by other actors, who do not have the same access to the public sphere, but 
strive for it. For a given symbolic form has only a loose relation to its content, and it can be 
highly responsive to change. Therefore, the form can persist while the content undergoes 
significant transformation, as when traditional ozan songs became politicised in the 1970s. 
Thus, deeply entrenched customary symbolic forms may be used in radically changed 
circumstances, thereby limiting the disruption of people’s orientations to their community, 
and enabling them to make sense of new circumstances through the use of familiar idioms 
(Cohen 1985:92), as the story of the festival itself shows. The festival will presumably 
continue to evolve around its symbolic ‘core’, implicating more or less new actors and 
different interpretations, contributing to further negotiations of Alevism’s identity and of 
public space. 

 

Conclusion 

Hacıbektaş is more than just a festival: as a central and growing event within contemporary 
Alevism, it reflects some of its most striking features, such as its folklorisation and its 
ambiguous functioning as a productive misunderstanding, one that is constitutive of its 
relation to a diversity of actors and to the state. 

It may provide an interesting perspective to consider the struggle for meaning, for 
interpretation and for fixing as a definite and highly significant dimension of contemporary 
Alevism. The central role of symbols, both in masking differences and in thereby creating 
community, and in negotiating competitive interpretations and (both symbolic and real) 
articulations with the outside, permits a dynamic perspective, one capable of taking into 
consideration the strategies of various actors, as well as power relations, and the possibilities 
for change.  
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Notes 
 
I would like to thank Tommaso Trevisani and Armando Salvatore for their comments, and Ali Yaman for some 
bibliographic references. 
1 The fieldwork is based on the attendance of the Haci Bektaş festival in 1999 and 2000 – admittedly a limited 
experience - and on many interviews on this topic. In the following, 'Haci Bektaş' will be used to note the person, 
and 'Hacibektaş' the town of the same name. 
2 Cumhuriyet, 18 August 1991, 18 August 1993 and 15 August 1998. 
3 Cumhuriyet, 16 August 1990 and 15 August 1998. 
4 Actually, the festival has become a more and more Alevi event, compared with its Bektashi beginnings. 
5 Cumhuriyet, 17 August 1992. 
6 See Cem n°2, August 1966. 
7 Cumhuriyet, 16 August 1993. 
8 S. Şahin in Cumhuriyet, 10 August 1998 and 16 August 1998. See also Cumhuriyet, 18 August 1998. 
Interestingly enough, the Hacıbektaş museum received 8039 visitors in the first three months of 1998, and 
511,483 from January to October, which clearly indicates that most visitors come in Summer and probably 
during the festival. These figures where increasing in 1999. See Cumhuriyet, 4 November 1998 and 7 April 
1999. 
9 See also Tourism Minister. ‘Hacı Bektaş Türbesinin açılış töreni’. In : Karahöyük n°2, S.3. 
10 See also Prof. Dr. Ragıp Üner. ‘Radio discourse’, 12.08.1964. In: Karahöyük n°5, S. 3. 
11 Haci Bektaş Veli Bildiriler, Denemeler, Açıkoturum. Ankara: Hacibektaş Turizm Derneği, 1977:8. 
12 Cumhuriyet, 20 June 1999. 
13 Cumhuriyet, 17 August 1992. 
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