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2.08

George B. Nutting: Letter to the Missionary 
Herald (Turkey, 1860) and 
Baha Said Bey: Alevi Communities in Turkey—
(Turkey, 1926)

 Introduction

Today, Alevism is generally held to be a ‘heterodox’ and ‘syncretistic’ inter-
pretation of Islam strongly influenced by pre-Islamic Turkish customs, and 
particular to Anatolia and some adjacent territories. The two texts from the 
mid-nineteenth and early twentieth century that this chapter introduces 
give exemplary evidence to the formation of this particular knowledge about 
Turkish Alevism and point to the influence of modern discourses on religion 
and nationalism on it. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Western presence in Asia 
Minor increased considerably due to a combination of economic and politi-
cal factors. Westerners who lived and travelled in the Anatolian and Eastern 
provinces of the Ottoman Empire (such as missionaries, scientists, diplomats, 
and bourgeois adventurers), while often primarily interested in the Oriental 
Christians, inevitably also came into contact with the local Muslim population. 
The references we find in their writings about encounters with Kızılbaş-Alevi 
communities constitute the first modern records of these heterogeneous com-
munities. For the first time an international discourse on the Kızılbaş-Alevis, if 
still rather rudimentary, began to take shape.1 

Kızılbaş (Redhead) is the historical name by which the primarily Turkmen 
and Anatolian followers of the Safavi Sufi Order, whose charismatic leader 
Ismail established the Safavid Empire in 1501, and who is regarded as the 
founder of the Safavid dynasty (1501–1722) of Iran, were called. Over time the 
connection between the Anatolian followers of the Persian Shah, regarded 
by the former as their religious leader, severed. The communities in Turkey 
(roughly two thirds of which are Turkish and the rest mostly Kurdish speak-
ers) that are today called Alevi are for the most part descendents of these 

1   See Markus Dressler, Writing Religion: The Making of Turkish Alevi Islam (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), chap. 1.
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Kızılbaş tribes, who had rebelled against Ottoman rule in the early sixteenth 
century and were ever since regarded by the Ottomans as politically unreli-
able. The mistrust was furthered by the Kızılbashes religious deviance from 
what the Ottomans, who turned more explicitly to Sunni Islam in the six-
teenth century, understood to be correct religion. After disconnection from 
the Safavids in the course of the sixteenth century, some Kızılbaş tribes over 
time associated rather closely with the Bektashi Sufi brotherhood.2 Roughly 
since that time period the beliefs and practices of Bektashis and Kızılbaş 
began to merge to a considerable extent, although especially among the vari-
ous Kızılbaş groups—who were organised through sacred lineages, some of 
which were cross-linked—strong socio-religious differences continued. Since 
the late nineteenth century the label ‘Alevi,’ which alludes to a relation (lit-
eral or metaphorical) with Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and fourth caliph Ali, 
became more prominent as self-signifier among the Kızılbaş groups. Such as 
the Shiites, the Kızılbaş-Alevis, too, give special reverence to the lineage of the 
prophet through Ali and Ali’s son Husayn. They share much of Shiite mythol-
ogy, including memory of the Kerbela tragedy, where in 680 Husayn, son of Ali 
and according to Twelther-Shia doctrine the only legitimate Muslim leader of 
the time, is said to have been slain by the forces of the second Omayyad caliph 
Yezid (Arab. Yazīd)—it is therefore common among Shiites to curse the name 
of the latter; for Kızılbaş-Alevis in particular, the name Yezid represents Sunni 
fanaticism. The Kızılbaş-Alevis do not, however, believe in literal application of 
the Islamic law (sharia), and their rituals and beliefs in fact contain much that 
is not recognised by the legalist Islam of either the Sunni or the Shia legal tradi-
tion, but has been othered by Islamic apologetic discourse as heretical. Since 
the twentieth century, hegemonic scholarly discourse about Kızılbaş-Alevi dif-
ference from mainstream Islam has variously pointed to pre-Islamic Turkish, 
‘heterodox’ or ‘popular’ Sufi, Christian, and various Iranian ‘influences.’3 

Since the first writings about the Kızılbaş-Alevis by American missionaries 
in the 1850s, the thesis of the Kızılbaş—at that time not yet called ‘Alevi’—
being proto-Christians, and/or descendents from ancient inhabitants of 
Anatolia (for example Armenian or Hittite) figures prominently in Western/

2   The best study of the complex historical formation process of the Bektashi and Kızılbaş 
milieus and their intricate relations is Ayfer Karakaya Stump, “Subjects of the Sultan, 
Disciples of the Shah: Formation and Transformation of the Kizilbash/Alevi Communities in 
Ottoman Anatolia,” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2008).

3   A widely cited example of that scholarship is Irène Mélikoff, Hadji Bektac: Un mythe et ses 
avatars. Genése et évolution du soufisme populaire en Turquie (Leiden: Brill, 1998). For a cri-
tique of that scholarly tradition see Dressler, Writing Religion, esp. chap. 6.
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orientalist writings about them. Reflections on the religious and ethnic/racial 
origins of the Kızılbaş-Alevis, as well as groups seen as related to them such as 
the Bektashis, would remain a major point of interest for Western orientalists, 
missionaries, and diplomats in the late Ottoman period. To a certain extent, 
such origin speculations played into foreign political ambitions in the region. 
In the case of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM), the most important Protestant American missionary organisation 
engaged in the Orient, this interest was motivated by the quest to re-evangelise 
the ‘bible lands,’ a vision that was often expressed within a millennial frame-
work. Some ABCFM missionaries, as illustrated in the first source text below, 
did upon their initial encounters with Kızılbaş-Alevis get rather excited about 
the prospect of their conversion, which at times was imagined as a coming 
back to Christianity.4 

The first source text is from the earliest stage of the American  missionaries’ 
encounter with the Kızılbaş-Alevis, a time when the missionaries were still 
hopeful with regard to evangelising Muslims. It shows a strong tendency to 
comprehend Kızılbaş-Alevi religious characteristics through a Christian/
Protestant lens. The hope for the evangelisation of the Kızılbaş-Alevis was 
based on the formal Ottoman recognition, upon British and American pressure, 
of the (mostly) Armenian converts to Protestantism as a legitimate religious 
community (millet) in 1850, and on the reform edict Hatt-ı Hümayun (Imperial 
Edict) from 1856,5 which the missionaries interpreted in a way that suggested a 
general freedom for everyone to choose his/her religion. This, however, turned 
out to be a misinterpretation and the Ottomans soon made clear that they 
were not willing to tolerate Kızılbaş-Alevi conversion to Christianity, which 
they considered apostasy. After some initial confusion following the reform 
edict, the missionaries, too, recognised that the matter of the Kızılbashes’ rela-
tion to Islam, or, more precisely, the Ottoman perception of this relation, was 
of crucial importance for the possibility of converting them to Christianity. 

4   The ABCFM was founded in Boston in 1810 by members of various Protestant churches. It 
sent its first missionaries to Western Anatolia in 1819. The real beginning of the establishment 
of ABCFM missions in Anatolia was in the early 1850s and at that time they also made first 
contacts with Kızılbaş-Alevi communities. See Hans-Lukas Kieser, Nearest East: American 
Millennialism and Mission to the Middle East (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010).

5   The edict was part of the Tanẓīmāt reforms, the Ottoman reform period between 1839 and 
1871, that aimed at modernisation (qua centralisation and secularisation) of mainly the legal 
system and the bureaucratic apparatus, and made important concessions with regard to gen-
eral citizen rights independent of religious creed. See Carter Vaughn Findley, “The Tanzimat,” 
in Cambridge History of Turkey, ed. Reşat Kasaba, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008), 11–38.
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Accordingly, the tone of the ABCFM missionary reports on the question of 
converting Kızılbaş-Alevis to Christianity would soon become much more 
pessimistic. 

Western interest in the Kızılbaş-Alevi communities, and theories about 
their affinity with Christianity were regarded with suspicion by the Ottomans, 
and contributed to the latter’s increased investment, which reached its peak 
under Sultan Abdülhamid II (ruled 1876–1909), in shepherding the Kızılbaş-
Alevis into Sunni Islam. Ottoman interest in assimilating the Kızılbaş-Alevi 
communities continued through the last decade of the empire and into the 
formative period of the Turkish Republic, although the rhetoric of this assimi-
lation politics changes from Islamisation to nationalisation/Turkification. In 
the final years of the empire, the Kızılbaş-Alevis and other groups differing 
from the Islamic mainstream became the target of the Turkish-Muslim nation-
alist movement, which aimed to integrate them into the fold of Turkish nation-
hood. Both processes of assimilation, into Islam and Turkish nationhood, 
respectively, were at least in part responses to the earlier Western interpreta-
tions of the Kızılbaş-Alevis (as Christians by blood and/or creed). The Turkish 
nationalist authors who would in the 1920s begin to write about the Kızılbaş-
Alevis, such as Baha Said Bey (source text two), were aware of the earlier texts 
by Western observers, engaged with these texts, and attempted to counter 
those arguments that they saw as conflicting with the national interest of cre-
ating a homogeneous Turkish Muslim nation. Accordingly, the nationalist nar-
rative would try to refute speculations and theories about the Kızılbaş-Alevis’ 
non-Muslim and non-Turkish features and origins. In this way the interaction 
of Western observers with various Kızılbaş-Alevi communities, and the texts 
that the former produced, constitute an important factor in the genealogy of 
the modern concept of Alevism and the process of the modern re-conceptu-
alisation of the Kızılbaş as ‘Alevis’—a signifier that marked the groups under 
question as Turkish and Muslim, even if of the ‘heterodox’ kind.

While the prospect of evangelisation appears as major motivation behind 
the ABCFM missionaries’ early engagement with the Kızılbaş-Alevis, and for 
this reason highlights those aspects of the Kızılbashes’ ‘religion’ that appear 
to show affinities with Christianity (source text one), the main motivation 
behind the Turkish nationalists’ interest in the Alevis, namely to make a case 
that the Kızılbaş-Alevis were ‘pure Turks,’ is clearly dictated by the needs of 
the nationalist project (source text two). The goals of the nationalists were to 
get a better understanding of the cultural and socio-religious peculiarities of 
the Kızılbaş-Alevis, which they recognised as a significant part of the heter-
ogenous Anatolian population, and to inquire into their political loyalties as 
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well as the possibility of their integration into the Turkish-Muslim national 
body. One might say that while the ‘politics’ of the missionaries was anchored 
in their proselytising quest, for which reason the first source text contains much 
description of the Kızılbashes’ religious practices and beliefs, the ‘mission’ of 
the nationalists was more narrowly political. The description of the Alevis’ 
 difference in source text two therefore focuses on aspects that make it possible 
to claim their Turkishness and to point to the brotherhood of Turks beyond 
the differences of religious (Sunni versus Alevi) dogma. In other words, the 
missionaries emphasised the religious difference of the Kızılbashes from the 
Sunni Muslims which—they thought—would allow proselytising among 
them, while the nationalists, on the other hand, were interested in downplay-
ing this religious difference, arguing instead that it was product of a secondary 
religionisation of Turkish traditions, highlighting instead the national bond of 
the Turks that they conceived of in terms of both race and culture. 

The two source texts presented here represent crucial points in the forma-
tion of the modern knowledge about Turkish Alevism, and reflect the impact 
of the very modern discourses of religion and nationalism—and their obses-
sions with origins, essences, and differences—in shaping that knowledge.

The first text is from George B. Nutting, an ABCFM missionary stationed 
in the city of Urfa (in the predominantly Kurdish speaking Southeast of con-
temporary Turkey). ABCFM missionaries reported on regular basis about their 
work to the headquarter of the ABCFM in Boston, which published abridged 
versions of these reports in the monthly Missionary Herald. The text is a sec-
tion of a report from Nutting’s visit in the summer of 1860 to the close-by town 
of Adıyaman in order to sort out possibilities of establishing a mission. Making 
his case for establishing a local missionary station he puts particular emphasis 
on the religious peculiarities of the Kızılbaş Kurds, who are presented as possi-
bly very grateful objects of missionary work once the political obstacles would 
be removed. The report is interesting in the way it portrays the religion of the 
Kızılbashes (‘Kuzzelbash’) in relation to Christianity and Islam, trying to make 
the case for the legitimacy and feasibility of their conversion. It also shows in 
an exemplary way the translation of Christian/Protestant concepts of religion, 
conceived within the language of the modern (world) religion discourse as 
universal, into non-Christian context. 

The author of the second source text was Baha Said Bey (1882–1939), born 
and raised in the small town of Biga in the province of Çanakkale in Western 
Anatolia. As many other late Ottoman/early republican Turkish nationalist 
activists, he had received his formal education in secular military schools. He 
made a carreer in the army before working as school teacher and merchant. 
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During the late Ottoman Young Turk regime, in the years of World War I, he 
was active in the Ottoman secret service and various nationalist intelligence 
organisations. In this context he began to do research on the Kızılbaş-Alevi 
communities.6 

The main claim of the text with regard to the basic character of Alevism, 
which is here not yet clearly differentiated from Bektashism, is that it consti-
tuted a social and historical phenomenon that needed to be situated within 
Turkish history and culture. Pre-Islamic Turkish traditions and origins are his 
primary reference point for situating Alevism and its religious particulari-
ties. Secondarily, he also relates Alevism to Islam—not without emphasizing, 
however, the deviant and superstitious character of the Alevis’ interpretation 
of Islam. Established against alternative claims pointing to similarities with 
Christianity and/or ethnic affiliations with non-Turks, this knowledge of the 
Alevis as carriers of pre-Islamic Turkish traditions, and secondarily related to 
marginal interpretations of Islam is until today widely influential in both the 
Turkish public as well as traditional scholarship. 

Markus Dressler
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6   For an uncritical overview of the life and work of Baha Said, and translations of his texts on 
the Alevis into modern Turkish, which, however, are not without mistake, see İsmail Görkem, 
Baha Said Bey: Türkiye’de Alevî-Bektaşî, Ahî ve Nusayrî Zümreleri (Ankara: Kitabevi, 2006). For 
a critical approach to Baha Said and other early Turkish nationalists’ conceptualisation of 
Alevism see Dressler (2013, esp. chap. 3).



 3312.08 G. B. Nutting: Letter & Baha Said Bey: Alevism

For use by the Author only | © 2017 Koninklijke Brill NV

 Source Text One7

 Religious Views
Who these Kuzzelbash are descendent from, it is difficult to say. There are 
traces among them of a Christian origin; at least they have many opinions 
and sayings which strikingly resemble various truths of revelation—such as 
the duty of humility, which is constantly inculcated in the songs and hymns 
which constitute their worship; the duty of forgiveness of injuries, however 
great, if the one committing the injury openly confesses it to the injured party, 
which I have been repeatedly assured, not only by themselves but by others 
also, is actually their practice, and by custom has all the force of law; so that if 
a man’s own son has been killed, the murderer cannot be punished if he comes 
and confesses his crime. They call Christ the Lion of God,8 and in one of their 
hymns [. . .] occurs a line in allusion to him, which seems also to point to the 
atonement: “We have drunk the Lion’s blood. We have entered the narrow way.” 
They say also that all nations shall at last embrace one faith, that the wolf and 
the lamb shall dwell together, and that from their remotest ancestors it has 
been handed down to them, that in the last times a Christian teacher shall 
come to instruct them in the true religion.9 

 Feeling after the Truth
You have had accounts, at various times, from Mr. Dunmore,10 of individuals 
of this sect, in the region two or three days north of this and near Kharpoot 
[Harput], who had received the Gospel; and from the first of our visiting 
Adiaman [Adıyaman] I have been aware that there were Kuzzelbash in this 
vicinity dissatisfied with their own religion and feeling after the Gospel. Now 
I feel justified in reporting what I believe to be the truth, that this feeling of 
dissatisfaction with their present rites, and longing for the real truth of God, 
is very wide-spread in the villages of this district. I rejoice in being able to give 
you occasion to joy with us, and on our behalf, that God is wonderfully prepar-
ing his way among this interesting people, and that there are unmistakable 

7    Mission to Central Turkey. Oorfa. “Letter from Mr. Nutting, July 30, 1860,” Missionary 
Herald 56 (1860, November, 345–347).

8    In Shia Islam the Lion of God is a common epithet for Imam Ali reflecting the latter’s 
closeness to God and his strength.

9    I am not aware of any other reference that would confirm such a Kızılbaş-Alevi expecta-
tion of a “Christian teacher coming.”

10   A reference to earlier reports by ABCFM missionaries on the Kızılbaş.
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indications, that his set time has come for us to preach the Gospel in all their 
villages [. . .]

 Forsaking their Teachers 
In three of the villages the people listened with interest, and expressions 
of approval and assent, to various portions of Scripture which we read and 
explained to them. And the chief, Ali Molah—in whose spacious black tent, 
seventy feet in length by twenty-five in width, we spent the night—informed 
us that they were waiting for the Gospel, and were convinced that the time 
long prophesied of was nearly arrived. He said, what I had before heard, that 
having become dissatisfied with their own religion and religious teachers, who 
are called Fathers, he himself, and about two hundred others, had demanded 
of their teachers that they bring forth their book, from which they professed to 
teach, and read openly from it and teach them to read it.11 On their refusal to 
do so, they had publicly renounced them, and now no longer consulted them 
or went near them at all; and they had bound themselves to each other by a 
solemn promise, not to drink any intoxicating drinks, (to which they had been 
formerly immoderately addicted,) to practice their public worship openly 
instead of secretly as before, admitting any person of any faith to behold it, 
and not to rob or murder.

 Religious Worship
In the evening the men and women assembled for worship in the tent of the 
chief. Their worship consisted of hymns, accompanied by the tambour, to 
which they kept time by the motion of their hands and feet, as they moved 
slowly, in single file, around the central space. In the movements of their hand 
and feet they reminded me of the sect called Shakers. At the conclusion of 
their worship they kissed each other, both men and women, but in modest 
manner, and several of the men also kissed me on the hand or arm. Formerly 
they allowed no one of other sects to witness their worship, but now any one 
may do so who wishes.

On Friday I visited the Dada [dede], Father, or religious teacher of these peo-
ple. I found him a grey-bearded, but not venerable looking man, of medium 

11   The ‘scripture’ here mentioned is a reference to the so-called Buyruk (‘Order(s)’), which 
go back to sixteenth-century texts sent by the Safavids to their Kızılbaş followers as a 
medium for religious instruction. They contain doctrinal information, as well as elabora-
tions on Shia and Sufi narratives and concepts. The existing variety of buyruk manuscripts 
suggests that they were originally not seen as unalterable sacred canons, but rather used 
and transmitted in line with the needs of a mainly oral culture, and thus subject to altera-
tions and additions.
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intelligence, and disposed more to complain of those who had deserted him 
and no longer brought him offerings of cattle, grain and wine, than to listen to 
the Gospel. I advised him to comply with the reasonable request of his peo-
ple, and show them the book on which their religion was founded. He said 
they had a book, but that it was in the hands of his superior, he resides about 
twenty-five miles to the north.

 Hearing the Gospel
From these places [villages in the area, MD] persons of this sect have at various 
times attended our meetings in Adiaman, have listened with attention, and in 
one case at least, have with tears expressed their earnest desire that this same 
Gospel might be preached in their village. Almost every day, from all quarters, 
we hear of this preparatory movement and awakening among them; and they 
say: “Only let the Sultan give us a firman [edict], as he has [to] the Protestants 
from the Armenians,12 that we shall not be molested for our religion, and we 
will obey him in everything else, paying all our taxes, and no longer rob and 
murder, as we have done. We would not fear the Mussulmans if it were lawful 
to fight, for we are stronger than they, and they could do nothing in the moun-
tains, but the Gospel ties our hands and forbids us to use such weapons, and 
therefore we want a firman.”

Though, according to the present laws of the empire, there is perfect liberty 
to preach to them, and perfect liberty for them to receive the Gospel,13 I have 
thought best to write for a special charter mentioning the Kuzzelbash by name, 
and as soon as it comes, there will be only the want of strength or of money 
to prevent our immediately commencing labor among them. The Moslems do 
not consider them as Moslems, and the only reason why they should oppose 
their evangelization is that now they have often opportunity to oppress them 
in various ways, in respect to taxes, &c., and they fear that when they become 
Protestants we shall inform the powers above them14 of their oppressions, and 
bring them to punishment, or prevent such wrongs.

Selected and annotated by Markus Dressler

12   Reference to the Ottoman formal recognition of the Protestants as religious community 
in 1850.

13   This is a very optimistic reading of the Tanẓīmāt reform declarations, which were at that 
time interpreted by some missionaries as allowing for personal freedom to choose one’s 
religion.

14   That is, the European imperial powers, whose impact on Ottoman politics had increased 
considerably since the early nineteenth century.
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 Source Text Two15

I do not know whether there is anybody who would doubt that an inquiry into 
the formation of the religious groups of Turkey constitutes a fundamental 
and national duty for Turkish society. Within the boundaries of Republican 
Turkey16 are even communities that Christian groups unabashedly pretended 
to be of their own people converted to Islam. For example, when the Kargın, 
Avşar, Tahtacı, and Çepni17 Alevi constituted a considerable part of the popu-
lation they generally tended to be accepted as Turkified groups of Orthodox 
Greeks. Also, the Alevis of Dersim, Kiğı, Tercan, Bayburt, Iğdır [East Anatolian 
Ottoman administrative districts] and so forth all were listed in supplements 
to Armenian population registers. Especially statistics of Protestant missionar-
ies spread those [claims] following the armistice.18 The secret Pontus docu-
ments held at the American College at Merzifon19 prove that the way in which 
the Christian minorities successfully annoy Europe by labelling the Alevi pop-
ulations Christian hybrids is a warning example that necessarily needs to be 
investigated. At that time I began to publish in order to denounce this claim as 
far as I could. But the baleful enemy [Sultan Mehmet] Reshad and an oppor-
tunistic journal gave—probably on request of the palace—a painful response 
to my writings. They more or less said: ‘The faithless offspring of the Turkish 
Hearth20 is now engaged in Kızılbaş propaganda’—and further more profane 
cursing and accusations of faithlessness! The following day censorship blocked 
my writings. Finally the point had come when in creating the foundations of 
the new Turkey all knowledge and all truth shone on the bayonets, and the 

15   Baha Said, “Türkiye’de Alevî Zümreleri: Tekke Alevîliği—İçtimaî Alevîlik,” Türk Yurdu 
4.21 (1926): 193–210. Baha Said published this text in 1926, but claims therein that it had 
been submitted for publication already in 1919, when it was rejected for political reasons. 
Within the text there are, however, many references to events that occurred after 1919. This 
indicates that the alleged earlier text was at least modified prior to its 1926 publication.

16   The Turkish Republic was founded in 1923.
17   Varies Kızılbaş-Alevi groups.
18   Reference to the Armistice of Moudros (1918), in which the Ottomans had to concede 

defeat in World War I and completely surrendered to the victorious allies.
19   One of the colleges established by ABCFM missionaries in Anatolia.
20   Türk Ocağı (Turkish Hearth) was the most important association of the pan-Turkist 

nationalist movement, founded in 1912 and close to the Committee of Union and Progress, 
the central political organ of the late Young Turk movement.
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Turkish people needed to respond to nonsense and absurdity not with reason, 
but with force—and this they did.21

Now we are finally by ourselves. I guess we can now strive for [better] know-
ing ourselves. The Turkish Hearth, which has protected at its bosom the blue 
banner22 of the Turkish homeland that is alive from the lands of the sun to 
the lands of the crescent, from Kamchatka to the origins of the Danube, will 
see the truth in its own light. Those eyes that wanted the Turkish Hearth to 
be happy are pleased, those bodies who wanted it to break down broke them-
selves, while the Hearth has blossomed. It was supposed to be like that any-
how, and that is how it became. Now, we are by ourselves.

Among ourselves are people and regions that have made an oath to Ali and 
put their trust in him. We have to think of them, too. But in order to think [of 
them] we need to know [them]. Exactly there lays our purpose. Let us have 
our eyes wander over the map of our motherland and draw with our pointed 
pencil their mountain chains. The majority of the Oghuz Turks who live in 
these mountains are ‘friends of Ali.’ We are used to simply call them Redhead 
(Kızılbaş), and leave it like that. And then we despise them. It is these “friends” 
that I will talk about. I hope that I will neither offend friends nor foes. Let us 
simply learn about and know each other. For example, the Oghuz Turk Kızılbaş 
Sergeant Ali from the Çepni tribe should know that he is brother in soul and 
blood to the [Sunni] Oghuz Turk Sergeant Osman from the village of Alayunt 
in [the province of] Kütahya. The [Kızılbaş] Sergeant Hüseyin from the tribe of 
the Kargın Turkmens is brother in soul and blood of [the Sunni] Corporal Ömer 
from Biga. They are both Turkish, and lion cubs. When [the Sunni] Sergeants 
Osman and Ömer aim with their rifles at the point between the enemy’s eye-
brows, [the Kızılbaş] Sergeants Ali and Hüseyin must not fire in the air follow-
ing the motto ‘the enemy of Yezid is my friend . . .’

The nomad who stops by at the tent of a Kızılbaş should not be frightened 
as if he had [just] been ambushed by an enemy! The Kızılbaş who happens to 

21   This is a reference to the Turkish Independence War, or Turkish-Greek War (1919–1921), 
through which the Ottomans, under the leadership of the Muslim nationalist movement 
lead by Mustafa Kemal, the later Atatürk, were able to reestablish control over the Muslim 
majority territories of Anatolia and Eastern Thrace. Following the defeat of the Greek 
forces in the West, and smaller amounts of Armenian and French units in Cilicia, the 
nationalists were able to renegotiate the Peace Treaty of Sèvres (1920), which had fore-
seen and legitimated the partition of the remaining Ottoman lands, reducing Ottoman 
sovereignty to parts of Western and Central Anatolia, and succeeded in getting the new 
political realities internationally recognised only three years later by the Lausanne Peace 
Treaty.

22   A Turkist symbol.
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come through [a Sunni Muslim] village should not be afraid as if he had fallen 
into the hands of Yezid! As in earlier times, today, too, there is no reason for 
that. But when non-Turkish converts to Islam, who had multiplied, adminis-
tered Turkish provinces, they only enjoyed such discord and division. This is 
finally over. The new Turkey now, the Republican Turkey, will finally live with 
‘Turkish Unity’ and finally the struggle between Alevi and Sunni has become a 
fairy tale buried together with the caliphs.23 I will now talk about my Kızılbaş 
friends. I will name freely their good and their bad sides. I will not beat around 
the bush. [. . .]

The Turk, who loves his customs and his nationality, could not warm up 
for cosmopolitanism. The Arab international ideal could not unite with the 
national ideal of the Turk, and it never will. Therefore, when the most tradi-
tionalist and purest Turks, Turkmen, as well as Turkish nomads, and afterwards 
the most enlightened, intelligent, and enthusiastic Turks looked for a home-
stead where to taste the joy of freedom, they would turn to the Alevi lodges. For 
this is where the national freedom existed. [. . .]

In Republican Turkey the Kızılbaş Alevis won the party. And to some degree 
this is also true for the Bektashi lodge. For the Alevis, the Sultanate of Yezid24 
had been crushed and destroyed. But, unfortunately, while the official Alevism 
was happy about [that], it was also deprived of its ideal. It was still waiting for 
the return of the the hidden Twelfth Imam, the Mehdi.25 How despaired the 
poor Alevis would be if they were to learn that the decisive factor of this illu-
sion is to be found in Jewish and Christian theories. The Jews are waiting for 
Jesus,26 the Christians are waiting for Jesus’ return from Heaven . . . And the 
Muslims?

As can be seen, the misfortune of the Alevis begins with their aims . . . 
Therefore, the Alevis are grief stricken since they don’t know the secret of the 

23   Turkish parliament formally abolished the caliphate in 1924.
24   A pejorative metaphor for the Sunni Muslim Ottoman caliphate.
25   In Islam, the Mehdi [Arab. Mahdī], ‘the guided one,’ is a messianic figure, according to 

apocalyptic traditions believed to come at the end of time and prepare the world for the 
final judgement. Belief in the coming of the Mehdi is a central tenet of the Shia faith 
in particular, figuring also prominently in the Kızılbaş-Alevi tradition. In the Twelver-
Shia (or, Imamiyya) tradition, and also among Kızılbaş-Alevis, the Mehdi is equated with 
the twelfth Imam, believed to have disappeared at young age, and expected to return at 
the degreed time to punish the tyrants of the world and restore justice in preparation 
for the final hour.

26   Obviously, this is a misrepresentation since Jews do not wait for Jesus, but for the Messiah.
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mysterious Ali. But those who try to make them rely on Ali are struggling for 
a totally different idea and different purpose. Our poor Kızılbaş will have dif-
ficulties to understand this unfortunate truth.

The most apparent aim of the founders of the Turkish Alevis was to protect 
the language, lineage, and blood of the Turk. And they actually succeeded in 
this. The Kızılbaş have remained totally Turkish. They did not even marry with 
non-Alevi Turks. They did not take second wives. They truly lived solidarity. 
They did not say ‘This belongs to me, it is my property.’ They said ‘Everything 
and everybody!’ They did not spoil their language. They stayed true to their tra-
ditions. They honored their sacred homestead [. . .] Their speech did not depart 
from the beauty of the Turkish language[. . .] The women did not veil. Since the 
Kızılbaş woman did not veil she has been accused of ‘whoredom.’ [. . .]

The Alevis have conserved their Turkishness, their nationality, their lan-
guage, and their pre-Islamic traditions in the form of religion [ . . . and this is 
how] they became atheists and heretics [in the eyes of the Ottomans, MD].

The senior officials of the [Ottoman] state came from the offspring of all the 
world’s nations such as the Romans, Croatians, Germans, Greeks, Armenians, 
Circassians, Georgians, Albanians and other similar ones. These have found 
bread at the shoulder and the sword of the Turk and still took pains to insult 
him. The Ottoman Sultans stem from such mixture of thousand and one kinds 
of milk and blood. They did not love Turkism, but ‘crone and throne.’ They 
forgot the Turkish bones that draw the boundaries of the lands which their 
forefathers had prepared for them . . .

The language and the customs of the Turks have become a symbol of igno-
rance. This [has continued] for so many years that the poor Turks now are ter-
ribly ashamed of [even] hearing their proper name. 

The palaces that the Turkish nation has erected have now become the for-
tresses of their enslavement . . . Such as the Turks of today, the Turks of yes-
terday, and the Turks of the previous days knew the meaning of freedom and 
independence. [. . .]

The Turks’ uprising for independence was sudden and heroic.27 Everything 
or nothing. Those who comprehended this sudden excitement of the Turks 
understood them . . . In such times the Turks rise and become exalted. In dif-
ferent times and forms the Turks have possessed a supreme strength and force, 
and a flexibility that was very powerful. [. . .]

27   Reference to the Turkish Independence War.
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 Conclusion
When studying the character of the Turkish Alevis, of the Kızılbaş and 
Bektashis, it is absolutely not correct to reduce them to Ali and the Imamiye 
[Twelver-Shia].

As will be elucidated in a separate article, this group is with regard to its 
ritual and the rules of its path the same and not different from the Oghuz tradi-
tion and the tent of the Shaman Turk.

In order to be able to truly research this, it is necessary to research closely 
the formation period of the Turkish family. Documentation for the illumina-
tion of this formation will become possible by investigating the foundations 
of the nomad lives and families of the Boran and Yakut Turks, who live in the 
Baykal Valley. 

It will become obvious that the form and shape of a Shaman temple and a 
Bektashi lodge are the same . . .

Therefore, instead of making research in the name of this or that philosophy 
or denomination when investigating the Alevi currents of Anatolia, it will be a 
more original and more successful research method to simply accept them as 
what they are. 

There are people who want to connect them at times with ideas from 
Mazdakism or Communism. It is possible that at some time, at some place 
they may have cherished such ideas. But neither Bektashism, nor Kızılbashism 
is like this. They constitute an institution that is solely built on the ‘national 
self ’ and has been truly successful.

. . . In conclusion, Bektashism was not and could not be a religious group. 
Bektashism has been founded and reigned . . . as wellspring of a ‘national 
culture.’

Selected and translated by Markus Dressler


