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At the present day, Alevism is experiencing the pangs of a new birth amidst the plurality
of voices, the search for a new identity, the formation of a civil society and the process of
general democratisation characteristic of modern Turkey. These birth pangs may well
stem from the rapid economic, ethnic and political changes now taking place, but, in my
opinion, the most important question confronting Alevism today is that of identity and
legitimacy, and the basic factor determining this identity undoubtedly consists of the
positions adopted by the “congregations” in the theological sphere. Alevism, which 
never, at any period in its history, has produced so much theological material as at the
present day, is now engaged in intense efforts to explain itself to itself and, although it
has left this rather late in the day, to others (it would probably be an oversimplifaction to
say “to the Sunnis”). 

In this paper I shall concentrate on the function which Alevi theology aims to perform 
at the end of this century both within its own community and in other sections of Turkish
society. I will do also on the basis of modern Alevi literary production and my own
research carried out in Istanbul and Çorum. 

This study of Alevi theology will concentrate on two main issues. The first concerns 
the different roles played by Alevi theology within the Alevi congregation; the second is
related to the new approaches towards Alevism adopted by the official Sunni Islamic
circles, representing the majority. 

“There is One Path but Many Ways”
This saying refers to the great theological variety and wide religious range displayed by
Turkish Alevism in both the theological and mystical realms. In this connection, although
every region and every group may be shown as following its own peculiar “path”, it is 
possible to reduce Alevism in Turkey, on the basis of the opinions put forward by writers
and group representatives who are doing their best to explain what Alevi theology in
Turkey “is” and “is not”, to four main families separated by no very definite boundary
lines.

The first of these, a family to which we shall be giving rather less attention, is what we 
might term the “materialist” branch, formed during the process of industrialisation,
urbanisation and general modernisation in Turkey. 

The second branch, although very comprehensive in range, is one that is to be found 
more particularly in the heterodox current of Islamic mysticism. 

The third is a more traditional branch which defines itself as belonging to the Caferi
sect and, from the theological point of view, as an integral part of the Islamic religion,



even going so far as to regard Alevism as the true and genuine Islam.  
In addition to these three families one may mention a fourth type of Alevism, a 

relatively recent trend, which we have defined as “Shi’i-inclined Alevism”. 

Alevism as a “Liberation Theology”
The first branch, which defines Alevism as a popular movement with an ideology
supporting the oppressed and, consequently, in this sense, one element in the class
struggle, might be regarded as producing a type of Marxist-Alevi theology analogous to 
the “liberation theology” of the 70s and 80s in South America. It has its main support
among intellectuals who had previously played a part in various left-wing parties and 
trades unions. This branch, which had greatly intensified its activities and its production
of material, particularly after the military coup of 1980 and, more importantly, after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, began to emerge as a movement following in the footsteps
of Pir Sultan Abdal (16th century poet and martyr). This approach, which also embraced
the Kurdish question, was in the nature of an Alevi ideology in line with the declaration
in Engels’ The Peasant War in Germany that “in every age, religious wars are the
reflection of class wars conducted during the same period”. From this point of view, the 
Pir Sultan Abdal Cultural Associations,1 said to have some 70,000 members in Turkey 
today, the increasing numbers gathered around the periodical Pir Sultan Abdal and the 
monthly Kervan2 and the “Kurdistan Alevi Union” in Germany and its organ Zülfikâr, all 
regard themselves as supporters of this ideology. From the political point of view, and
particularly as regards Kurdish nationalism, these groups, though distinguished by
important differences in method, are all united within the synthesis or mosaic produced
by this ideology. It would thus be erroneous to identify Alevism with Islam. Alevism is
not in itself a religion, but rather a way of life that has come under the influence of
various religions. 

The way of life of the Alevi in Turkey resembles the way of life in no other 
Islamic country. It resembles neither the Shi’a of Arabia and Iran, nor of Libya 
and Egypt. Anatolian Alevism displays a quite individual structure, having 
adopted an Alevite form after coming under the influence of all the various 
cultures that had previously existed in the region. Of these may be mentioned 
Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Islam. Nevertheless, it has fused with none of 
these… It is a movement which, in struggles between the oppressors and the 
oppressed, has always sided with the latter… Alevism is situated neither totally 
within nor totally outside the religion of Islam.3

A similar judgment can be found in the “Programme” of the Kurdistan Alevi Union: 

1 There are forty branches of these associations in Turkey, with fifteen of them in Istanbul. I 
possess a cassette recording of my conversation in July 1996 with Hikmet Yildirim, General 
Director of the Pir Sultan Associations. 
2 The 63rd issue of this monthly periodical appeared in November 1996. 
3 Interview with Hikmet Yildirim. 
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Alevism is a religious belief which formed and proliferated within the process of 
development of Islam among the peoples of the Middle East, Mesopotamia and 
Anatolia. It spread more particularly among the impoverished nomadic and 
semi-nomadic Kurdish and Turkmen tribes. While Sunnism, the predominant 
Islamic right-wing interpretation and evolution, was preferred by the dominant 
feudal classes and states, Alevism was the religious belief held by the oppressed 
classes whose interests were totally opposed to those of the ruling classes and 
states against whom they conducted a perpetual struggle. This was, in effect, a 
class war that assumed a religious form and was conducted under the guise of a 
struggle between different faiths and religions. Alevism was a rebellion, a 
resistance, a flag of liberation raised against the ruling classes who, with 
Sunnism, the dominant form of Islam, adopted a feudal structure and established 
centralised states and empires…4

This theological family, characterised, even in the most extreme “syncretistic” discourse 
by the egalitarian and revolutionary aspects of the Muslim religion and the priority it
gives to the human individual, appears as the basic ideology of this branch insofar as it
endows the fundamental concepts of Alevism with greater social significance, engages in
a struggle against individualism and aims at the establishment of a “city of
consensus” (Rıza Kenti)5 in which, in contrast with the “ideal city” envisaged by the
Sunni Islamists, everything is shared and all property held in common. According to this
branch, God is man himself or a part of man, a manifestation. In this type of Alevism, the
Kaba is not in Mecca but in man himself. Thus “Alevism is not a mystery”.6

The Koran is of no particular significance for members of this branch. A book written
1400 years ago as a guide to forms of worship cannot be taken as a point of departure at
the present day. According to them, the Koran is a text compiled by Ömer, Osman and the
Umayyad party in general. It is scarcely conceivable that men responsible for killing
members of the Prophet’s family could write anything favourable about that family.7 The
difference between them and the Sunni Muslims is clearly expressed by a dede (Alevi
Sheikh) belonging to this movement: 

4 Zülfikar, No. 9, November 1995, 21. 
5 smail Kaygusuz, “Alevili in ‘Ütopya’si: Rıza Kenti’nde Canı Cana Malı Mala Katmak”, 
Kervan, No. 55, December 1995, 8–9. 
6 Ali Haydar Cilasun, Alevilik Bir Sır De ildir, Ceylan Ofset, (no place of publication), 1995. 
7 Hikmet Yıldırım. 
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Heteredox/Mystical Islamic Alevism
Commencing from this syncretistic concept, we may speak of a second trend based on
Islamic mysticism and heteredoxy, the boundaries of which are still not very clearly
defined. The basic thesis of this group, which is assembled more particularly around the
Haci Bekta  Veli associations and lodges, is to view Alevi religious devotion and the love 
of God from the point of view of the “individual”. According to them, the world was 
created because God, as “the secret treasure”, “loves to be known”. In other words, love 
is the root and cause of all existence. An individual born in another religious environment
and brought up in that particular cultural and religious environment need be no “worse” 
or “farther from God” than a Muslim. Ghandi was more of a believer than Tamberlane, 
and St. Francis might be regarded as more Muslim than Yezid. According to this branch,
religions cannot be arranged  
in a hierarchic order, and the value of an individual is to be judged, not by his “piety”, as 
is taught in orthodox Muslim doctrine, but by the “love” he bears.9

8 A.H.Cilasun, op. cit. p. 19. 
9 Reha Çamuro lu, Günümüz Alevili inin Sorunları, (2nd edition), Istanbul, Ant Yayınları, 1994, 
pp. 22–34. 

Biz We 
Cem eyleriz, congregate together. 
Semah yürürüz, We perform the ritual dances 
Saz çalarız, and play the ritual music. 
Türkü, deyi , nefes söyleriz… We sing songs, hymns and incantations. 
Dem içeriz We drink wine. 
On iki imam yası, We mourn for the twelve imams.
Muharrem orucu, We keep the Muharrem
Hızır orucu tutarız. and Hızır fasts. 
Yıl kurbanı, We perform the yearly sacrifice, 
Adak kurbanı, the votive sacrifice, 
Musahip kurbanı, the social sacrifice, 
Dü kün kurbanı keseriz. the sacrifice of atonement. 
Biz kadi bilmeyiz. We recognise no kadi.
Sorma sofu bize mezhebimizi, Do not ask us our sect. 
Biz mezhep bilmeyiz, We recognise no sects. 
Yolumuz vardır, deriz. We say, “we have our path”.8

Alevi identity     62



Heteredox Attitudes
A third group, which regards itself as an integral part of the Muslim religion and which,
in my opinion, is viewed with greater sympathy by the Turkish Alevi communities, is
gathered around the Cem Vakfı and the Cem periodical. 

This group, which has emerged into the limelight through its demands for Alevi 
representation in the Directorate of Religious Affairs and for financial assistance from the
state in the establishment of cemevis, Alevi meeting houses, also constitutes a very
special problem for official Islam. This group is accepted as an Alevi sect following in
the footsteps of Imam Cafer-i Sadik, with fundamental differences between themselves 
and the Sunni in several aspects of belief and worship and, more particularly, in the
interpretation of some of the basic religious texts, such as the Koran and the hadith. 

According to this sect, which is in no way distinguished from other Muslim sects in its
attitude to belief in God, the Koran in its present form is not a miracle. There is no such
thing as a complete and unadulterated version of the Koran. For example, the verses
relating to Ali and the Prophet’s family have been excised, the available text being “the 
text officially accepted by the Caliph Osman after the other texts were destroyed in order
to prevent the partition of the religious community”. The Alevi intellectuals have revived 
the theological-historical disputes which continued for centuries on the basis of the work 
undertaken on the history of the Koran, more particularly by Suyûtî, the German 
orientalists Nöldeke and Schwally,10 Dierl and Subhî al-Salih.11 The “moderate” view 
that “there were over four hundred passages in the Koran referring to Ali but that these
were all omitted from the Koran of Osman” is held by all members of what might be
described as the more “moderate” group. Thus the first three Caliphs and the Sunnis that 
succeeded them are regarded with very serious suspicion.12

This movement, which questions the fıkıh, Muslim canonical jurisprudence, and kelam,
scriptural studies, which together compose classical Muslim theology, possesses its own
Alevi fıkıh theory. According to this, every aspect of the life of the individual or the
community should be based on judgments made on the basis of a combination of faith,
reason and life, and that action should be taken in accordance with decisions based on
free will. Thus, in this theology, contrary to shari’a, all human problems are related to the
actual world, and relevant judgments arise from life itself. In other words, the gate of
ijtihad, interpretation and innovation, which, in the world of orthodox Islam, closed many
centuries ago, still remains wide open. In their opinion, the fıkıh as found in official 
religious discourse is a dogmatic system of divine origin which ignores specific features
of time, place and society.13

10 Theodor Nöldeke and F.Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans, I-III, 1860–1926. 
11 For studies on the hadiths and disputes on this topic, particularly those in Arabic sources, see: 
Turan Dursun, “Kur’an’in Orijinalleri Yakıldi ı çin imdi Yok”, Din Bu, I, Kaynak Yayınları,
Istanbul, 1990, pp. 78–89. 
12 For a detailed account of this question see: Baki Öz, Alevili e ftiralara Cevaplar, Can 
Yayınları, Istanbul, 1996, pp. 102–105 
13 Abidin Özgünay, “Alevi Fıkhı”, Cem, No. 52, September 1995, pp. 4–5. 
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The statue of Pir Sultan Abdal in his birth place, Banaz, Sivas. 

A New Shi’i-inclined Alevism
Attempts to “instruct” the Alevi and to “set them on the right path” are not confined to 
official Islamic circles in Turkey. Considerable efforts in this direction can also be
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observed in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Large quantities of books are distributed free,
particularly among the Turkish Alevi, and it is also well-known that Alevis trained in Iran 
are being sent back to Turkey as imams. The Ehl-i Beyt Mosque in Çorum and the 
Zeynebiye Mosque in Istanbul may be quoted as institu-tions of this type. The periodicals 
Ondört Masum14 and A ure are organs of a certain group of Alevi. The members of this
group, who declare themselves to be followers of the Twelve Imams and Iranian Shi’ism, 
make a clear distinction between Bektashism and Alevism, violently rejecting the former
and connecting the latter with the Twelver Shi’a. They stress that the rules of Islamic
shari’a must also be strictly implemented by the Alevi, and assert, in common with the
strictest followers of the shari’a, that “the Muslim religion must enter every aspect of life
and that it comprises commandments and prohibitions that cannot suffer alteration or
modification in accordance with time or place”.15 This system of thought, which has no 
connection whatever with the other Alevi theologies to be observed in Turkey, points to a
type of Alevism, the formation of which is regarded as desirable or even essential.16

These agree with the Sunni in accusing the Alevi of ignorance. They claim that the 
doctrine of the Twelve Imams which arose in the Arab world arrived in Anatolia in a
weak and somewhat corrupted form. In a period when the level of literacy was very low,
persons with only a limited amount of learning were held sacred, and these began to
spread opinions incompatible with true Muslim belief. They also claim that the Alevi
acquired a true knowledge of the Muslim religion only with the assistance of the Sunni of
the Ottoman and, later, the Republican period. Thus the genuine Twelve Imam doctrine
never spread through Anatolia, with the result that the Alevi were cut off from their own
roots. At this point, what we may describe as “Shi’iinclined” Alevi ideas may be 
summarised as follows: Alevism is the Way of the Twelve Imams, and all Alevi must
strive to resemble them. Bektashism is an institution established and developed by the
Ottomans in order to keep Anatolia under their control and to prevent the spread of the
doctrine of the Twelve Imams. Alevism and Bektashism are two, wholly incompatible
movements. The institution of the dede or sheikh, which for centuries has exploited the 
Alevi in both the economic and intellectual spheres, should be done away with. The cem
assemblies have nothing whatever to do with Islam, they are pure entertainment. One
should strictly avoid the cemevis, the Haci Bekta  meetings and all forms of Bektashism.
Alevism is based on the Koran, the doctrine of the Twelve Imams and the namaz, ritual 
prayer. These Alevi totally reject any idea of Alevism being connected in any way with
the Directorate of Religious Affairs or the establishment of an Alevi Assembly, which
they see as potentially very harmful to their own interests. They also regard the Turkish-
Islam synthesis as pure fascism. Every single Alevi congregation should constitute in
itself an Ehl-i Beyt Mosque totally independent of the Directorate of Religious Affairs. 
This Alevi trend, which regards Haci Bekta  Veli as a Sunni scholar and mystic and even, 
with an eye to winning over Turkey, claims to see the Sunnis as brothers,17 expresses 

14 This small brochure is produced in Çorum under Teoman ahin. 
15 Teoman ahin, Alevilere Söylenen Yalanlar, Bekta ilik Soru turması, Arma an Yayınları,
Ankara, 1995, p. 20. 
16 Ibid., p. 13. 
17 For a summary of all these doctrines see: Ondört Masum, vol. 4, No. 44, July-August 1995. 
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The türbe (tomb) of Haci Bekta  Veli in Hacibekta .

quite openly thoughts rarely expressed by the Sunnis, and thus, in a sense, confronting
Iranian Shi’ism with Ottoman and Republican Turkey. Almost all the fifty-two works 
comprising the list of Alevi books18 which are recommended by this group as providing
more accurate information on this point and which have been translated into Turkish,
refer to the ideologies of the Twelve Imams or the Iranian Islamic Revolution. Most of
these, headed by works from the pen of Murtaza Mutaharri, Ali eriati and Tabataba, 
have been printed and distributed free by the Iranian Islamic Republic. At the same time,
works such as Kuran Meali, by the distinguished Shi’ite scholar Abdülbaki Gölpınarlı,
who was born and brought up in Turkey, the Nahc-ül Bela a attributed to the Caliph Ali, 
and books entitled Hazret-i Ali, Oniki mam and iilik are also included in the list. In my 
opinion, works by Humayni have been omitted so as not to alarm the Alevi community.
In this connection, the use of the word Alevi rather than Shi’i arises from the same 
consideration. 

18 For this list see: Teoman ahin, op. cit., pp. 187–188. 

Alevi identity     66



Fundamental Dilemmas in Alevi Theology 

Although, in practice, all Alevi, apart from members of this last “Shi’i-inclined” group, 
attend the cemevi, perform the ritual dance, hold gatherings (muhasip) and perform the 
other religious observances, in theory they form a mosaic that is very far from presenting
a uniform appearance. It is in this that both their strength and their weakness lie. Such a
union of faith and worship resting more particularly on an oral and traditional culture
may find itself confronted with very serious dilemmas as a result of a rise in the level of
literacy and the development of the media. This view is expressed by an Alevi
intellectual in the following terms: 

The Alevi are confronted with a paradox. Either they must draw up a systematic 
theology and define their position in written terms, or withdraw from the 
religious-metaphysical dimensions of their traditions and so begin to find 
themselves increasingly isolated within a closed ethno-political arena. One of 
the most frequently encountered problems is the following: In the villages the 
dedes say “We cannot answer these questions, what are we to do?” We are 
confronted with the problem of establishing a theological structure.19

As far as purely theological attitudes are concerned, Alevism is still engaged in
attempting to emerge from long years of constraint. That is why most modern written
materials are in the nature of attempts to gain legitimacy by dealing with questions such
as “The Origins of Alevism”, “The Problems of Alevism”, “What is  
Alevism-Bektashism?” or “Answers to Calumnies against Alevism”. There is, however, 
little unanimity as regards definitions and sources. Attempts to give Haci Bekta  and 
Yunus Emre a certain legitimacy in Alevism introduce nothing new in the sphere of
theology. 

It is quite obvious that the infrastructure is lacking for the resumption of the old 
discussions on the traditional topics of canonical jurisprudence (fıkıh) and the scriptures 
(kelam) such as the belief in God, the compilation of the Koran, the verses contained in it 
and the Caliphate of Ali. In this connection, two main problems may be mentioned. 

1–On the one hand, Alevi sources are very scattered and complex, while, on the other, 
the Alevi communities themselves have many different heads and dimensions. The Alevi,
whose culture is predominantly oral, cannot find satisfaction in written sources which
stem mainly from the Bektashi tradition. 

2–In general, the Alevi have not yet acquired a sufficient body of knowledge to be able 
to read and explain the basic essentials of Islamic scholarship (the Koran, the Hadiths,
jurisprudence and philosophy). They did not, like the Sunni, attend medreses or religious 
schools. On the other hand, the number of Alevi attending school has shown a rapid
increase, and in the last ten years, during which the Alevi have begun to show a much
greater familiarity with written culture as compared with 

19 Recorded conversation with Reha Çamuro lu in July 1995. 
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the Sunni (partly in so far as they have no objection to sending their girls to school), the
need has been felt for this new learning to be set down in writing. As a result, everyone
has quite naturally begun to explain his own Alevism by adding the many new influences
which he may have encountered. This has led to the provision of schools in which Alevi
doctine might be taught appearing on the agenda of discussions in the vakifs, the cemevis,
the associations and the Alevi Representative Assembly. 

It is well known that the compulsory nature of religious instruction under the title of
“religious culture”, which, in practice, means religious indoctrination, introduced by the 
1982 Constitution (Article 24), further reinforced the dominance not only of the Sunni
but also of the Hanafi order. It goes without saying that this Constitution, characterized as
it is by the stress on uniformity and conformity, displays no open inclination towards any
particular group. But the actual practice founded upon this and the text-books prescribed
clearly display a quite remarkable fusion of Turkish nationality with the Sunni religious
approach. In a study20 of the text-books for the lesson entitled “Religious Culture and 
Morality” introduced in middle schools and lycées after 1982 we found in only one
instance21 any mention of the Ehl-i Beyt (the family of the Prophet). But even here,
mention of the great love that the Turkish people feel for the family of the Prophet, the
frequent repetition of the names of the members of that family (Fatma, Hasan, Hüseyin), 
and the avowal that Ali was accepted by all as the “Lion of God”, is followed by a 
warning addressed to the Alevi community to the effect that “excessive love of Ali may 
lead to the same sort of excess displayed in the Christian deification of Christ”. 

Realising the impossibility at the present time of applying their own teachings in State
institutions, the Alevi generally regard the State with a certain distrust. It might even be
said that the practice intitiated in 1982 (combined with the construction of mosques and
the appointment of imams) has given rise, in many places, to a reaction quite contrary to
what was originally intended. The insistence of graduates from the Faculty of Theology
now employed as teachers of religious instruction on inculcat- 

20 Faruk Bilici, “Islam, modernité et education religieuse en Turquie”, Modernisation autoritaire 
en Turquie et en Iran, L’Harmattan, Paris, pp. 41–60. 
21 Süleyman Hayri Bolay, Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi, Lise II, Milli E itim Bakanli ı Yayınevi,
Istanbul, 1987, pp. 62–63. 
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Alevi celebrations in Hacibekta .

ing traditional, official Islamic doctrines has incited Alevi children to embark on a search
for their own identity and encouraged them to seek out written works on the subject of
Alevism. In some places this has led to violent conflicts, and, in recent years, the State
would appear to have begun to approach the subject with rather more circumspection. 

Orthodox Islam and the Alevi 

No mention is made of Alevism in Koran Courses, the mam-Hatip (religious vocational) 
schools established in 1949, the later Higher Islam Institutes or the Faculties of Theology.
It would be no exaggeration to say that the curriculum is entirely directed towards the
teaching of Sunnism. This state of affairs reveals the fundamental contradiction in the
principle of secularity adopted during the Republican period. The religious institutions
established by the State were arranged entirely in accordance with the Sunni school of
theology and with the beliefs of the Hanafi sect in particular. The Republican
administrators and intellectuals, who tended to regard modernity as synonomous with
uniformity, also adopted a dogmatic approach in the field of religion. While wishing to
remove religious commandments affecting legal and commercial transactions from the
political sphere, they preferred uniformity and conformity in belief and ritual. Thus, in
addition to civilian, military and university bureaucracies endowed with the mission of
modernising society by means of commands from above, there flourished and
proliferated by its side a religious bureaucracy which managed to attract very little
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attention. At the moment, the orthodox religious circles comprise some 100 000 religious
personnel, 400 000 students and graduates of mam-Hatip Lycées and Faculties of
Theology. There are also media groups, pious foundations, associations and holdings,
members of political parties, religious orders and other religious movements and
important pressure groups parallel to these, who now support the very same imposition of
uniformity in religious matters of which they themselves had complained for many years.
In such an environment, it is very difficult for the Alevi to make their voices heard,
especially in the theological sphere. 

The Alevi (Kızılba ), regarded by eyh-ül Islam Ebussuud22 and the Ottoman ulema in 
general as zindik, atheists, rafızi, heretics, and kâfir, unbelievers, and frequently 
condemned to death as such, continued to be treated with the same scorn and contempt by
the Sunni ulema and intellectuals in the Republican period. Even in the period of
transition to multi-party government, E ref Edip (Fergan) (1882–1971), a person greatly 
revered and respected by Islamist intellectuals, was to say of the Alevi: 

These miserable wretches constitute the most ignorant, the most credulous 
community in Anatolia. Beliefs incompatible with reason, culture or even 
humanity have reduced these unfortunates to the level of animals…23

On the subject of national unity in Turkey the same writer asks: 

Wouldn’t it be more reasonable to achieve union (between the Sunni and the 
Alevi) by raising them to our own level rather than lowering ourselves to theirs?
24

Again, in describing the Alevi as “heretics and enemies of Islam”,25 Hüseyin Hilmi I ik
adopts an obviously hostile attitude towards the Alevi. The same individual calumniated
the Alevi by bringing up allegations of promiscuity and incest. 

22 Ertu rul Düzda , eyhülislam Ebussuud Efendi Fetvalan I ı inda 16. Asir Türk Hayatı,
Enderun Kitabevi, Istanbul, 1983. The fetvas regarding the Kızılba  issued by Ebussuud could well 
form the topic of a separate study. Here we may confine ourselves to saying that even this Sheikh-
ul Islam, who appeared much more tolerant and broad-minded than reactionary and doctrinaire 
ulema (doctors of theology), such as Mehmed Birgivî, issued fetvas describing the Kızılba  “in 
every sense heretical” (ibid., fetva 479), remarking that “this crew consists of wicked and evil 
individuals from every sect who have created a sect of blasphemers and perverts (ibid., fetva 481), 
and answering the question “What room is there for an individual who curses Mu’awiya, one of the 
companions of the Prophet?” by declaring that these “deserve the most severe imprisonment and 
punishment”.
23 See Baki Öz, op. cit. pp. 44–47. 
24 Ibid. p. 45. 
25 H.Hilmi I ik, slam’ın ç Dü manları, I ik Kitabevi, Istanbul, 1970, p. 47. I have not yet seen 
H.Hilmi I ık, Alevi’ye Nasihat, Istanbul, 1970, p. 64. 
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An a ik playing saz at the yearly Alevi festival in Hacibekta .

The Directorate of Religious Affairs, the body representing official Islam in Turkey, can
no longer deny the existence of an Alevi and Bekta i theology. The function of the 
Directorate as a representative of state ideology and defender of “unity and fraternity” 
prevents it from adopting such a course. In any case, its position as a selfregulating
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assembly may at any moment expose it to the attacks of the media. Thus, instead of
declaring openly, on the basis of the Koran and the hadith, that Alevism is incompatible
with Islam and that those who defend that belief are heretical, they have attempted to
assimilate it by adopting one of the three following courses: One method is to regard
Alevism as a type of folklore or “sub-culture” 26 within the synthesis formed by “God, 
the Book, the Prophet, the Nation, the State, the Fatherland and the Flag”, thus denying it 
any significance on the theological level. As opposed to those who say that the Alevi
should be represented in the Directorate of Religious Affairs they prefer to regard
Alevism as a mere sect or religious order, and oppose its representation on the grounds
that the Directorate of Religious Affairs is superior to all the various sects and religious
orders. Or, finally, they assume the position of a referee sifting the good Alevi from the
bad on the grounds that Alevism is being used as a tool by atheists, materialists, Marxists,
Christians or Jews. The Alevi in general, however, have little respect for this body, and
the dialogue initiated by the Directorate of Religious Affairs in 1992 to discuss these
topics proved abortive in face of a severe-ly hostile reaction on the part of broad sections 
of the Alevi community. 

The question of Alevism, like other questions on matters of thought and belief, can 
only be solved in an atmosphere of freedom of expression, general citizen rights and the
total avoidance of all dogmatism typical of a modern civilised state. Any attempt, direct
or indirect, by one group to dominate any other group in Turkey will now meet with a
fitting response. 

In an environment described by one Islamist writer as “leading out of the world of
uniformity and conformity into a pluralist world in which respect is shown to differences
and diversity”,27 Alevism has re-embarked upon the search for an identity. However, 
according to the same writer, the only means of finding such an identity is by returning to
“the pure religious path”. “If the State is really destabilized, the only way by which the 
communities can avoid being thrown into chaos and confusion is by turning to the pure
spirit of Islam, to the Koran and the Sunna.” 

This response, given by an Islamist known to be the most moderate in Turkey, is far
from providing a real solution. On the contrary, there arises the very real danger of
uniformity and conformity. As a matter of fact, it introduces a new thread of argument
and disputation to which no solution can be found. Old problems appear once more on
the agenda. Problems such as: Which Islam? Which Koran? Which Sunna? How far do
the limits of pure holiness extend? In the absence of an institution such as the Papacy (the
Caliph has never assumed such a function) who in Islam is to decide whether a particular
idea is “true” or “false” are all questions which have occupied the Alevi throughout the 
ages and have become particularly pressing at the present day.The divergency between
the Alevi and official orthodox Islam far transcends the political sphere, based as it is on
contrasting theological positions. In considering the dilemma whether these differences
stem from Islam itself or the manner in which Muslims interpret their religion, it is, quite
naturally, the second alternative that holds the greater interest for us. If, on the 

26 S.Hayri Bolay, “Günümüzde Alevilik ve Bekta ilik”, Günümüzde Alevilik ve Bekta ilik,
Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı (Turkish Religious Foundation), Ankara, 1995, p. 3. 
27 Ali Bulaç, zlenim, May 1993. 
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theological plane, the Alevi believe that some verses have been removed from the Koran
and others inserted and that some verses accepted literally should be interpreted
metaphorically; if the forms of worship in Alevism do not conform to those accepted by
the Sunni but if the Alevi regard themselves as Muslims—as the vast majority do—and if
they wish, when their lives are over, to be buried according to Muslim rites in a Muslim
cemetery, who is to say to them “You are not Muslims. You are ignorant, unenlightened
mountain people”? If the belief that true prayer is not the namaz, the set ritual prayer
offered with prescribed words and motions five times a day, but rather the niyaz or dua,
(a personal, spontaneous prayer not bound by any rules or rituals), and that Islam
comprises no discrimination between men and women, who has the right to force them to
abandon this belief? 

If, on the question of the Caliphate, one believes that Ali was deprived of his right to 
the office but, instead of saying “If that is what you prefer, so be it!” they give a dogmatic 
answer reminiscent of the doctrine of “Papal infallibilty”, declaring that “the companions 
of the Prophet could not err”, who is to decide on the truth of the matter? In my own 
opinion, the proper function of Alevi theology in Turkey is to create an environment of a
type that exists in no other Muslim country, in which all these questions can be posed,
and even problems that are now the subject of a complete taboo should be openly
discussed.
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