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H A N S - L U K A S K I K S F R 

The Anatolian Alevis' Ambivalent Encounter 
with Modernity in Late Ottoman 
and Early Republican Turkey 

This paper deals with the Anatolian Alevis, an important heterodox, in 

some ways Shiite minority estimated to number up to a quarter of Tur

key's population.1 It studies a little known example of how religion and 

social change were connected in the "modernization" of a land which, 

as home of the Caliph, used to be the centre of the Muslim world. 

Islamization andTurkif icat ion-in this somewhat paradoxical linkage -

were the major processes of social and demographic change in Asia 

Minor during the twentieth century. They resulted from policies that 

impacted first of all on the Anatolian Christians but also on the "hetero

dox" people which the Alevis were and still are. In abolishing the 

Caliphate and shifting from a Muslim to a secular Turkish nationalism, 

the Kemalist movement won over after 1924 many Alevis who had 

suffered persecution and marginalization as a minority within the 

Ot toman Empire. But, contrary to the professedly egalitarian, supra-

religious idea of the Republic founded in 1923, the Sunni Muslim Turks 

continued to dominate national and regional power relations, also in 

terms of culture and identity. This made life difficult particularly for 

the Eastern, mostly Kurdish-speaking Alevis, who will receive most of 

the attention in this paper. 

1 Official data are not available. 
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The onset of modernity among Anatolian Alevis2 

The Anatolian Alevis are a large religious minority living among the 

Sunni majority in present-day Turkey. They already formed the most 

important non-Sunni Islamic group in Ottoman Asia Minor, but be

ing nominally Muslim they were not grouped among the recognized 

non-Muslim communities (»lillet) such as the (Tristians and the lews. 

American missionaries, who were the first Westerners to he in contact 

with them in the 1850s, described them as "the most abused people", 

considered by Sunni Turks and Kurds as "worthless heretics, and not 

worth caring fob , thus more oppressed by the "dominant race" than 

"any class of the Christian subjects".' 

"Alevi" is in fact a term used for a number of different groups, whose 

common characteristics are adoration of Ali, the fourth caliph, refusal 

of the Sharia, an almost exclusively oral tradition, and a long history of 

marginalization under the Sultans after 1 500. Alevisin was largely a 

rural phenomenon. 

In the twentieth century, migration, urbanization and a certain West

ernization were the principal factors of change for the Alevis. The "West" 

was not only welcomed on a technological or ideological level; it also 

early affected ideas of political, social and individual life among many 

Alevis. An ambivalent attitude to the authorities - still ultimately seen 

in the old tradition as Yezid,/{ "Prince of this world" - generally perse

vered despite the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924. This was particu

larly true of the Eastern Alevis, made up partly of (Kurdish) Kurmandji 

2 [-or more detailed information on the Alevis' encounter with O t t o m a n reforms 

and the missionaries' "Protestant modernity" see mv "Muslim Heterodoxy and 

Protestant Utopia. T h e Interactions Between Alevis and Missionaries in O t t o 

man Anatolia", Die Welt des Islams 41/1 (2001), 8 9 - 1 1 1, and Der verpasste 

Friede, 6 9 - 7 9 and 167-170. 

3 better of Ceorge Nutt ing. Arabkir. 24. 10. 1834, ABU 16.7.1 (Archives of the 

American Board of Oommissioners for Foreign Missions, H o u g h t o n Library, 

Harvard); Sanford Richardson, Arabkir, in Missionary Herald 1836, pp. 2 9 3 - 9 8 . 

4 Ya/.id 1. ibn Muawiya, sixth caliph (680-83) , considered as responsible for the 

tragedv of Karbala (680). 
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and Zaza speakers. As non-Turks and non-Sunnis they experienced 

twofold exclusion from a stare traditionally based on Sunnism and, since 

1923 (but already beginning in 1913), on Turkishness. The strong orienta

tion towards the West was an interesting elemen t of continuity among Alevis 

(or Kızılbaş d throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It began 

with the Eastern Kızılbaş movement towards Protestantism in the mid-

nineteenth century (a phenomenon which, not to be confused wirb pietist 

conversion, involved a hopeful turning on their part to the "Puritan moder

nity" of the American missionaries); it resulted in the great expectations of 

President Wilson's idea of self-determination in the context of World War 

One, in the turn to socialism in the 1 960s, and finally in an unrestricted 

approval of Turkey's ambition to join the European Union. 

The multi-ethnic Eastern Alevis were and are a minority in com

parison with the mostly Turkish Alevis of Anatolia, who have been af

filiated with the Bektaşiye since the I 6 l h century.6 Too often, Bektaşi-

led Western Alevis are taken as a general model of Anatolian Alevisin. 

But, for the purposes of historical understanding, it may be helpful to 

focus more on an Alevism not fashioned by the Bektaşiye. Interna

tional research in the last two decades has been concerned mostly with 

the Western Alevis, and research in Turkey before the 1990s, begin

ning with the scholars affiliated to the Comite Union et Progress (CUP) 

eighty years ago, dealt exclusively with Western Alevis. The idea of 

"Aleviness" as genuine Turkishness developed in that context and corre

sponded to the ethnic-nationalist need for ancient origins. 

5 As they were normally called before 1900. This term refers only to the rural 

Alevis, especially the Eastern Alevis, not to the Bektashis. 

6 For this distinction see mv " D i e Alevitcn im Wandel der Neuzeit", in: M. Iamcke 

(ed.), Orient am Scheideweg, H a m b u r g : Dr. Kovac, 2003, 3 5 - 6 1 . 
7 See the substantial chapter on Alevis in the Republic of'Turkey in D. Shankland, 

Islam and Society in Turkey, H u n t i n g d o n : Eothen, 1999, 1 3 2 - 1 6 8 , where he com

plains of this lack (135). 

8 Cf. notably F. Köprülü, "Bemerkungen zur Religionsgeschichte Kleinasiens", 

Mitteilungen zur Osmanischen Geschichte 1 (I 922), 215; B. Sait Bey, "Türkiye'de 

Alevi Zümreleri", Türk Yurdu, September, followed in October and November 

1926 (in the new transliterated edition, Ankara: Tutibay, 2 0 0 1 : vol. 1 1, 105-12, 

1 6 3 - 7 8 , 2 0 1 - 8 ) . 
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Whether or not the dede (hereditary religious guide) is affiliated 

with the Bektashiye is the main feature distinguishing what I call "West

ern" and "Eastern" Alevisin - a distinction that can be traced back to 

the sixteenth century, hastern Alevis do not have a common organiza

tional roof; different dede lineages exist independently of one another. 

However, the Dersim region between Erzincan and Elazığ - which en

joyed an age-old autonomy from the Ottoman state and an undisputed 

influence of its dedes. called Seyit- became somewhat like a centre of 

Alevisin/' Dedes generally are said to be descendants of the Prophet's 

family through his son-in-law Ali: this is the meaning of the term "Seyit". 

4 he title of privilege (berat) or the genealogical tree (seçere) by which 

Piastern Alevi dedes claim written legitimacy comes not from the Bektaşi 

order but from spiritual centres such as Erdebil, Karbala and Mashhad. 

In some cases, they also probably obtained titles of privilege from Ot

toman religious officials (nakibüleşraf).n) 

Prom their beginnings in the second quarter of the nineteenth cen

tury, the Ottoman Reforms (Tanzimat) were ambivalent for Alevis and 

other Ottoman groups that had been hoping for fundamental improve

ments in their status. The interdiction of the Bektashiye in 1826, the 

official explanation of this interdiction and the appointment of mem

bers of the Naqshbendi order in the Bektaşi organization soon demon

strated that, despite the European-sounding declarations of equality 

and progress, a reactive, defensive, Sunnitizing restoration was intrinsic 

to the Tanzimat project. In fact, the proclaimed religious liberty was 

realized only very partially in the eastern provinces. 

The Alevis' confidence in their z/ez/c-dominated social and religious 

system was first shaken in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Missionaries, above all American, penetrated the countryside and built 

prestigious schools and hospitals in the Anatolian provinces, to explain 

9 (IT. Trowbridge, Stephen van Rensselaer, " T h e Alevis, or Deifiers of Ali", Harvard 

Ideological Review 2 (1909), 343 and 345. 

10 l o r concrete insights into the region of Adıyaman, see Neubauer, Anna, Dedeye 

ziyaret (Visite au dede). La figure du dede ehez les Alevis de la region d'Adiyamau, 

lurquie. master thesis (unpublished). University- of Neuehâtel, 2 0 0 1 , 0 1 - 6 2 . 
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God and the world to the local population. They made a deep impres

sion, especially on non- Sunnis, and although the Ottoman authorities 

immediately repressed the move towards Protestantism it had a strong 

and lasting symbolic impact. In the same period the Armenian educa

tional renaissance took place, and the Ottoman state implemented its 

policies of centralizing and modernizing the civil service, the army, edu

cation and health, though with uneven success in the Eastern prov

inces. Under Sultan Abdülhamit II these endeavours were closely re

lated to a pan-Islamic policy that escalated into the large-scale anti-

Armenian pogroms of the 1890s. 

The sultan was more effective than any reformist before him in 

translating the ideas of centralization and modernization into practice. 

He worked actively to integrate the Alevis and other heterodox groups 

such as the Yazidis into the traditionally state-supporting ümmet (Mus

lim community) - and therefore, by implication, to Sttnnitize them. 

He partly succeeded in reintegrating the Sunni Kurds by giving nu

merous tribes the status of privileged cavalry units, the so-called 

Hamidiye. Abdülhamit also founded an elite school for sons of tribal 

chiefs (the Mekteb-i Aşiret), and sent out his own Hanefi missionaries 

to teach orthodoxy to the numerous heterodox people and to mobi

lize provincial Muslims behind his policies. An important destructive 

aspect of developments in the region was that the Protestant and Ot

toman (especially Hamidian) models of modernity clashed with each 

other and could not produce a creative synergy. The Alevis generally 

took the side of the Protestants, and they were not involved in the 

anti-Armenian massacres of 1895-96, perpetrated mostly by local 

Sunnis. 

The Alevis had a mixed reaction to the state-led reforms, welcom

ing the Tanzimat proclamation of equality but fearing the state's tighter 

control and its demand for taxes and soldiers. They naturally distrusted 

Abdülhamit 's re-instatement of the Caliphate and suffered under the 

Hamidiye militias. In part, however, they gained from the expropria

tion of many Armenians during the pogroms, even if they themselves 

did not participate in the slaughter. Some Dersim chiefs also sent their 

sons to the Mekteb-i Aşiret. But the request of some Alevi tribes to be 
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recognized as Hamidiye was declined with the argument that only Sunnis 

could be accepted. 1 ' 

The Young'lurks' right-wing modernism: 

krom Muslim nationalism to Turkism 

Many Alevis enthusiastically welcomed the Young Turk revolution of 

1908 but had their hopes dashed five years later when an anti-liberal 

single-party dictatorship was installed that made use of Islamic propa

ganda. Thus, what we have said with regard to the second half of the 

nineteenth century is in essence also true for the decade of Young Turk 

rule (1908-18). There is an importance difference, however: for the 

first time since the Kızılbaş revolts in the sixteenth century, the water

shed of 1908 briefly led the Alevis to an open and collective reaffirma

tion of their identity. Emulating their Armenian neighbours they even 

engaged in the establishment of village schools.1 2 

In the biased view of the fervent Turkish nationalist Riza Nur, the 

fact that the "Kızılbaş Turks" (the Alevis) were then emphasizing a sepa

rate identity from that of the Sunnis was the result of "mendacious 

Armenian propaganda" during the Hamidian era. 1 3 The later Kemalist 

Hasan Reşid Tankut, who in 1914 had been a young official in the 

province of Sivas, retrospectively described the Christian mission schools 

in Mamuretiilaziz as "nothing other than stations set up to convey propa-

1 1 M M . Sunar, " D o ğ u Anadolu ve Kuzey Irakt'ta Osmanlı Devleti ve Aşiretler: 11. 

Abdülhamid'den II. Meşrutiyet V\ Kebıkeç 10 (2000), 123; S. Deringil, The Well-

Protected Domains, ideolog)' and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire. 

1876-1909, London: I.B.Tauris, 1 9 9 8 , 6 8 - 1 1 1 . 

1 2 G. K. White, " T h e Alevi Turks of Asia Minor", Contemporary Review 104, 698. 

13 R. Nur, Hayat ve Hatiratim, vol. 3: Rıza Nur-Atatürk Kavgası, Istanbul: İşaret, 

1992, 112. 
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ganda filled with hope [of change] to the Dersim".1 ' T h e Kurdish Alevi 

writer Mehmet! Nuri Dersimi, on the other hand, who went to high 

school in Mamuretiilaziz before World War One, underlined the posi

tive, modernizing and enlightening impact of those same institutions.1"1 

The clash of different models of identity, reform and modernity is 

particularlv evident in the international reform plan for the Eastern 

Provinces. This - in its final form - masterpiece of pluralist balancing, 

which was a thorn in the side of the C U P s bid for unrestricted sover

eignty over Asia Minor, was signed by the regime under international 

pressure on 8 February 1914. In applying the reforms, the aforemen

tioned Hasan Reşid Tankut claimed that the Alevis would have voted 

side by side with the Armenians in the planned elections, and that this 

might have led to comprehensive reorganization of the Eastern Prov

inces. The Alevis and Armenians, hitherto isolated or clearly in the 

minority, would immediately have had a decisive influence on not only 

the economic and cultural life but also the politics of those regions.1 6 

After the Balkan wars (1912/13) the CUP, which had established 

its dictatorial regime at the beginning of 1913, engaged in a holistic set 

of ethnic policies for the "national" homogenization of Asia Minor. 

These may be interpreted in one sense as a continuation of Abdülhamifs 

religious policies, but they bore the modernist imprint of secular eth

nic-nationalist thinking. They began with the Turkish-Bulgarian popu

lation transfer (November 1913), continued with the disguised and 

illegal expulsion of Ot toman citizens of Greek Orthodox faith from 

14 H. R. Tankut, "Zazalar Hakkında Sosyolojik Tetkiler", in M. Bayrak (ed.), Aeık-

Gizli/Resmi-Gayrıresmi Kiirdoloji Belgeleri, Ankara: Özge, 1994, 472. 

13 M . N . D e r s i m i , Kurdistan Tarihinde Dersim, A leppo, 1932, 4 3 . See my 

piece " 'Gar ib ellerde ve bi-kestim': Lexil ehez Nuri Dersimi (1892-1973)" , in 

H. Bozarslan and F. Georgeon (eds), Ghurba I gurbet, Variations aııtour de l'exil, 

forthcoming. 

16 H. R. Tankut, "Doğu ve Güneydoğu Bölgesi Üzerine Ltno-Politik Bir inceleme", in 

M. Ravrak (ed.), Aeık-Gızlıl Resmi-Gayrıresmi Kiirdoloji Belgeleri, Ankara: Özge, 

1994, 219; R . H . Davison, Essays in Ottoman and'Turkish History, l774-192.i The 

Impact of the West, Austin, 1990, 196. 
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the Aegean coast (early 1914),' and evolved into a huge experiment in 

social-ethnic "engineering" during World War One. The main objec

tives of this drive were to expel the Greek, Armenian and (to some 

extent) Assyrian Christians, to settle Muslim refugees from the Balkans 

and the Caucasus in their place, to force the nomads into a mote fixed 

way of life, and to scatter the Kurds and Arabs throughout Anatolia. 1 8 

1 he Alevis were not affected as such, therefore. Kurds, Arabs and other 

non- Iurkish Muslims — unlike the Christians - were seen as groups 

that could be assimilated, if necessary by coercion, to the newly emerg

ing Turkish nation. The Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 officially recog

nized the "ethnic cleansing" which, for the sake of undisputed Turkish 

rule in Asia Minor, had taken place during the Turkish War of Inde

pendence (1919-1922). 

In March 1916 a collection of Detsim Alevi tribes occupied and 

destroyed the towns of Nazimiye, Mazgirt, Pertek and Çarsancak and 

marched towards Mamuretiilaziz. But the government army, with a 

large contingent of troops that included many Shafi'i Kurds, succeeded 

in crushing this Kurdish Alevi revolt. Missionaries in Harput heard 

officials say that they did not want a single (Alevi) Kurd left in the 

region; they wanted to deport them all like the Armenians. And, in

deed, a caravan later appeared in Harput with about two thousand men, 

women and children from the former rebellious tribes, who were treated 

just as badly as the Armenians a year before, except that the men were 

not separated out and killed. The following morning, however; the col

umn was allowed to retrace its steps, the explanation at the time being 

that the tribes of Dersim, in a rare display of unity, had told the gover-

1 7 Celal (Bayar), head of the C U P branch in Smyrna and later prime minister of the 

Republic, played an important role there. See L. Sensekcrci, Türk devriminde 

Celal Bayar, 1918-1960, Istanbul: Alfa, 2000, 3 5 - 3 7 ; C. Bayar, Ben de yazdım, 

vol. 5, Istanbul, 1965-67, 1573. CT. N . M . Naimark, Fires of Hatred: Ethnic 

Cleansing in Twentieth-century Europe, Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard University 

Press, 2 0 0 1 , 43 ; S. P. Ladas, The Exchange of Minorities. Bulgaria, Greece and Fur-

key, New York: Macmillan, 1932, 1 8 - 2 3 . 

18 CT F. Dündar, İttihat ve Terakki'nin Müslümanları İskan Politikası (1913-18), 

İstanbul: İletişim, 2 0 0 1 . 
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nor thev would burn Harput to the ground if orders were not immedi

ately given for the return of the deportees.1 1 ' Further research should 

show the extent to which this deportation was not only a punitive meas

ure but already part of a systematic ethnopolitics that continued against 

the Kurdish Alevis after the revolt of Koçkiri (1 921) and acquired spe

cial intensity in the 1930s. 

In order to rectify their paucity of ethnological and sociological 

knowledge concerning Asia Minor, which they claimed as the Iurkish 

national homeland, the G U P sent some representatives during World 

War O n e to carty out investigations in the interiot of Anatolia.2 0 Esat 

Uras was given the task of collecting information about the Armenians, 

while Baha Sait Bey was instructed to research Alevism-Bektashism. 

According to Sait, his commission was triggered by a startling popula

tion statistic compiled by Protestant missionaries and confiscated from 

the Anatolia College, which listed the Alevis as a former Christian group

ing. Deeming it necessary to oppose such "separatist ideas", the C U P 

elite instructed Sait to develop and disseminate an effective challenge.'1 

The political aim of Sait's investigation was to represent the Alevis 

as "real old Turks". The CUP's discovery and enhancement of the Alevis 

did not serve to foster religious pluralism in Anatolia or the adoption 

of Alevism as a national religion; it was concerned with assimilating 

Alevism into an ethnic-national body of thought. All of us, Sunnis and 

Alevis, are Turks from the race of Oğuz: such, in essence, was Baha 

Sait's message.2 2 Most of the Alevis in the eastern provinces felt threat-

19 H . H . Riggs, Days of'Tragedy in Armenia. PersonalExperiences in Harpoot, 1915-

1917, Michigan: Gomidas Institute, 1997, 184. 

20 F. Dündar, "İttihat ve Terakki'nin Ltnisite Araştırmaları", Toplumsal Tarih (2001), 

4 3 - 5 0 . 

2 1 T h e palace interpreted this action as "Kızılbaş propaganda" and prevented publi

cation of the results in the Türk Yurdu (published only in 1926, see Baha, "Alevi"). 

T h e Türk Yurdu was the organ of the pan-Turkish club "'Iurkish Hearth" (Türk 

Ocağı) that was closely connected to the C U P (in the eyes of devout Muslims it 

subscribed to ungodly beliefs). Cf. N . Birdoğan, Ittihat-Terakki'nin Alevilik 

Bektaşilik Araştırması (Baha Sait Bey), istanbul/ Berlin, 1994, 11. 

22 B. Sait, "Alevi", 105-06 . 
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ened by this Young lurk viewpoint: "İstemeyiz moğollard, "We don't 

want the Mongols", shouted Alişer, a militant Kurdish Alevi, in a clear 

identification of Oğuz and Mongols. 2 2 

The Alevis were also disconcerted by the enhanced status the Mus

lim community (iitumet) received after the Şeyhülislam declared jihad 

on 14 November 1914. Nevertheless, the Balaban tribe in the Erzincan 

region is an example of how Zaza-speaking Alexis could partly be used 

by the (IUP for its purposes. Recently published correspondence be

tween the Balaban chieftain (itil Agha and local representatives of the 

C U P make it probable, when this is set alongside evewitness accounts, 

that some Balabans took part in massacres of Armenians organized in 

1915 by the C U P s secret organization, leşkilat-i Mahsûsa.1'1 Most East

ern Alevis, however, succeeded in fleeing military service and rejected 

Bektaşi leader Cemaleddin Çelebfs call for them to join the armyW 

The extermination of the Armenians in 1915-16 was a dramatic 

event linked to the specific phenomenon of right-wing modernism in a 

Turkey on the turn between "old" and "new". It was a traumatic expe

rience for most of the Eastern Alevis, who lived for many years in fear 

of suffering the same fate as the Armenians. This was true even if, ma

terially, they benefited from the eviction of their neighbours. A case in 

point is the province of Erzincan, where Zaza-speaking Alevis from the 

Dersim had already begun settling in the nineteenth century and lived, 

for the most time peacefully, side by side with the indigenous Chris

tians, who had better fields, a developed infrastructure, and more ad

vanced know-how in agriculture and trade. T h e expulsion of these 

Christians during World War I gave the Alevis an opportunity to im

prove their situation. Such facts go some way to explain the condi-

23 Iiirkist race ideology denied such origins, because the Mongols were depreciated 

as a yellow race. Alışer's poem is cited in Dersimi, Dersim, 1 55. 

24 V. Özgül, " İ t t i h a t T e r a k k i ve Balaban Aşireti . Bazı Belgerler İşığında İttihatçıların 

Aşiret Çal ı şmalar ı " , Toplumsal Tarih (2001), 3 8 - 4 2 ; Dersimi, Dersim, 68, and | . 

Lepsius, Deutschland und Armenien 1914-1918, Potsdam, 1919, 86 and 94. 

25 Başbakanl ık O s m a n l ı Arşivi, D H . Ş F R 54-A/354; Dersimi, Dersim, 9 4 - 9 8 , 1 1 5, 

1 18, 280. 2 9 1 . 
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tional support that Eastern Alevis there gave to Mustafa Kemal, since 

his movement was seen as being able to guarantee the status quo. On 

the other hand, many Alevis had strong reasons to mistrust Pashas re

organization of the C U P power network; they became the first "inter

nal enemies" openlv to oppose him, in the revolt of Koçkiri-DersimH' 

At the end of 1919 Alişer, chief promoter of the Kurdish Alevi au

tonomy movement of Kockiri-Dersim, declared himself an inspector 

of the Caliph's army - a very surprising step for an Alevi, but under

standable as a show of loyalty towards the liberal government in Istan

bul - and in this capacity called upon the tribes to resist Mustafa Kemal's 

unitary national movement. President Wilson's principle of self-deter

mination xvas an important element in his Kurdist rhetoric. Around 

the same time, Mustafa Kemal made a pilgrimage to Hacıbektaş in 

order to win over the chief of the Western Alevis, Ahmed Cemaleddin 

Çelebi Efendi, who had already cooperated with Enver and Talat dur

ing World War I. He succeeded and, after the establishment of the 

Ankara government, made Cemaleddin for a short time the second 

vice-president of the parliament in Ankara." 

A year later, in October 1921, the Koçkiri rebellion and its bloody 

suppression became a hotly debated issue in the National Assembly. In 

the end, it accepted the plan of a specially appointed commission for 

an autonomous Turkish Kurdistan with a regional parliament and 

Kurdish schools. 2 8 However, after its triumph in Lausanne in 1923, the 

regime set aside the decision of the National Assembly. 

M o d e r n Kurdish claims for self-determination and the anti-

centralist, anti-CUP and anti-Sunni stance of Eastern Alevis were closely 

linked in this first significant clash with the Kemalist movement in 

26 Baki Ö z and other Kemalist Alevi authors are wrong on ibis point (see B. Oz, 

Kurtuluş Savacında Alevi-Bektaşiler, Istanbul: Yeniğim Haber Ajansı, 1997, 98). 

27 R. Akin, TBMM Devleti (1920-1923). Birinci Meclis Döneminde Devlet Erkleri 

ve idare, İstanbul: İletişim, 2 0 0 1 , 67. 

28 R. Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism 1880-1925, Austin: University 

ofTexas Press. 1991, 3 9 - 4 1 and 166-168. 
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Kockiri-Dcrsim.2 0 Following Rıza Nur, then a high Turkish diplomat, 

agents of the rebellion conducted propaganda among the Alevis saying: 

"We are Shiites and are in revolt against the Sunnites. Join us!" Several 

Turkish-speaking Alevis did in fact join the rebels. The Turkish nation

alist and member of the National Assembly Halis Turgut Bey tried to 

convince the lurkish-speaking Alevis of the region that thev were Turks 

and should support the Turkish Nationalists. 3 0 Rut the word "Turk" in 

regional usage was very closely related to Sunni, that is, to the state-

supporting dominant class (the millet-i hâkime). 

Eastern Alevis in the Early Republic 

The Erzincan Alevis were not prepared to pursue agriculture on the 

same high level as the Christians had done before them; field surveys 

show traces of terraced fields, irrigation systems, roads and even mills 

where there is now only pasture.3 1 When speaking of their skilful pred

ecessors, rhe village people (who retain vivid but very partial memories) 

display an apparent inferiority complex. 3 2 Compared with the previ

ous century, the decades after World War O n e witnessed a regression in 

2') t o r a deeper analysis see my "Les Kurd es alevis et la question ide'ntitaire: le 

sottlevement du Koçkiri-Dersim (1919-21)" , in M. van Bruinessen (ed.), Islam 

des Kurdes. Paris: INA1.CO-ERISM, 1998, 2 7 9 - 3 1 6 (= Les Annales de Lautre 

Islam, no. 5). 

30 Nur, Hayat, p. 1 12. 

31 I rely on my (unpublished) researches concerning the cantons (ilçe) of Pülümür 

(province of Tunceli) and Çağlayan (province of Erzincan). 

M Iravellers' reports show that, as early as the 1930s, it was a commonplace in 

the provinces to sav that the towns had declined since the destruction of the 

Christian communit ies and the slaughter of the Armenians. See H. | . Zürcher, 

"Two Young Ottomanis t s Discover Kemalist Turkey: T h e Travel Diaries of Ro

bert Anheggerand Andreas Tietze", Türkolog)' Update Leiden Project Working Pa

pers Archive, D e p a r t m e n t of Turkish Studies, Leiden University, http://www.let. 

leidentiniv.nl/tcimo/tulp/Research/diaries.htni. 
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the economic and cultural life of the Eastern Anatolian towns and vil

lages. Reality fell far short of the Young Turks' and Kemalists' rhetoric 

of civilization. Even remote towns of the region had experienced some 

features of a belle epoque in the late Ot toman period, 1 3 most notably an 

educational renaissance among Eastern Anatolian Christians, but then 

they had sunk into a depression after the end of World War One. By 

means of large-scale military expenditure the single-party regime estab

lished and maintained its power in these eastern provinces. From the 

1950s on, emigration became the only way out of an isolated and dam

aged world. 

Even far outside the province of Dersim /Tunceli, life held no pros

pects in the Eastern Alevi villages. Subsistence farming was prevalent 

and the old commercial networks were in ruins. There were virtually 

no village schools in Eastern Anatolia until the 1960s, and so people 

generally remained illiterate. In rare cases, village schools were estab

lished in the 1920s or 1930s. The Turkish-speaking Mezirme, for ex

ample (today's Balhkaya), in the canton of Hekimhan, province of 

Malatya, had been for centuries an important centre of Eastern Alevism 

from which de de s made annual tours through central Anatolia and as 

far as northern Syria. It had a tekke called Karadirek that was com

pletely independent from the Bektaşiye. In 1926 a village school was 

established there along with a gendarmerie station. O n e of the first 

actions of the appointed teacher in the pay of the Republic was to bring 

about the destruction of the tekke?4 

Outside the Dersim (renamed Tunceli in 1935) and especially in 

western Anatolia, a fresh republican idealism nevertheless motivated 

many Alevis during the years of one-party rule (1923-45). The aboli-

33 Lor this term in the late O t t o m a n context see, in general, E Georgeon, Abdülharnid 

II: le sultan ealife (1876-1909), Paris: Fayard, 2 0 0 3 , and, in particular, my piece 

"Alevilik as song and dialogue: T h e village sage Melûli Baba (1892-1989)" , in 

D. Shankland (ed.). Anthropology, Archaeology and Heritage in the Balkans and 

Anatolia, or the life and tunes of E W. Hasltiek (1878-1920), Istanbul: Isis, 2004, 

vol. 1, 3 5 5 - 6 8 . 

34 I rely here on my (unpublished) researches, especially on information I was given 

bv a retired teacher from the region. 

http://www.let
http://leidentiniv.nl/tcimo/tulp/Research/diaries.htni
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tion ol the Caliphate in 1924 had stirred sympathies for the new re

gime, as had the suppression ol Sheyk Said's revolt in 1 925, interpreted 

as a fanatical Sunni movement. The Kurdish Alevis who lived in Bingöl, 

Muş and Varto, notably the Hormek and l.olan tribes, had a long his

tory ol conflict with their Sunni Kurdish neighbours, so that when 

these joined Sheyk Said they threw in their lot with the Kemalist govern

ment. 1^ Outside the Dersim, the Alevis tolerated without resistance 

the prohibition of the tekkes in 1926. 

1 he Dersim region was the heart of Hastern Alevism and a well-

known centre lor Alevis in the area encompassing Asia Minor and Svria. 

In the progressivist view ol the Kemalist elite, however, it was an anti-

modernist, obscurantist, feudalist and reactionary region, or, to quote 

one high official, a "boil" that had to be lanced for the salvation of the 

country/ 6 This "operation" took place in the form of a military cam

paign against the Dersim in 1937-38; its emblematic figure was Tur

key's first woman pilot Sabiha Gökçen, Atatiirk's adopted child, who 

carried out bombing raids on Dersim villages. 

Despite propaganda about the "civilizing" purpose of the Dersim 

campaign, at a deeper level old enemy-images and concepts were actu

ally being reshaped in secular terms. Around 1935, a secret report of 

the (military) Gendarmerie C o m m a n d gave the following ethnic-reli

gious formulation of the "Dersim problem": "The worst aspect of 

Alevism, and one that deserves analysis, is the deep abyss separating 

them from Turkdom. This abyss is the Kızılbaş religion. The' Kızılbaş 

do not like the Sunni Muslims, they bear them a grudge, they are their 

archenemies. They call the Sunnis 'Rumi'. The Kızılbaş believe that 

divine power is embodied in [human] carriers, and that their imams 

have been tortured to death at the hands of the Sunnis. Therefore they 

bear the Sunnis enmity. This has gone so far that for the Kızılbaş, Turk 

and Sunni are the same, as are the names of Kurd and Kızılbaş [in 

35 M . Ş . i n a t , Doyu İlleri ve Varto Tarihi, Ankara: 'I"ürk K ü l t ü r ü n ü Araşt ı rma 

Enstitüsü, 1983 [1952], 161-198. 

36 Hamdi Bey, Inspector of the Civil Services, 1926, cited in İ. Beşikçi, Tunceli Ka

mımı (I9.İÎ) ve Dersim Jenositti, Ankara: Yurt. 1992, 5 0 - 5 1 . 
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Dersim]." 3 To a large extent, Young Turks and Kemalists saw religion 

as a given element of ethnic identity. Thus the only solution to the 

state's conflict with the Dersim Alevis was "a radical elimination of the 

Dersim problem through a general cleansing operation by the army, as 

Prime Minister Gelal Bayar put it on 29 June 19.38 in the National 

Assemble.3 3 

I eading figures in Za/a-speaking Alevi villages around the Dersim, 

who strictly had nothing to do with the revolt, were arrested and killed 

bv the military gendarmerie in the late summer of 1938 because of 

their relations with Dersim tribes. A similar fate lay in store for Dersimis 

who did not participate in the struggle. Many survivors were deported 

to various parts of western Anatolia. O n 6 August 1 938 the Council of 

Ministers ordered the depopulation of various regions of the Dersim 

(those of the Kalan, Demenan, Koç and Şam tribes, between Çemişgezek 

and Erzincan) and the deportation of 5000-7000 people;3 ' ' it declared 

them Grade 3 prohibited areas, the highest level under the Law of Re

settlement (İskan Kanunu) of 1934. (Grade 2 defined areas where peo

ple had to be deported in order to assimilate them into Turkdom, and 

Grade 1 areas where the number of Turks was targeted to increase.) 

Forced deportation of Dersimis had already been organized after the 

campaign in 1937. 

Robert Anhegger and Andreas Tietze, two scholars from Vienna 

who travelled at that time in western Anatolia (eastern Anatolia was 

hermetically closed), saw in September 1937 at the Afyon-Karahisar 

railway station numbers of deported Kurds being "loaded and unloaded 

like cattle by the officials". In the ruins of a mosque in Aydin, Anhegger 

and Tietze again saw completely impoverished Kurds from Tunceli who 

were receiving no care or attention. They were "simply removed there 

37 Jandarma U m u m Kumandanlığı, Dersim, [(iizli ve zata mahsustur] . Ankara: 

T . C . Dahiliye Vekaleti Jandarma U m u m Kumandanligi, n .d. [c. 1935], 3 8 - 3 9 , 

cited in M. van Bruinessen, "Debar", 20. 

38 S. Akgül, Yakın Tarihimizde Dersim İsyanları ve Gerçekler, İstanbul: Boğaziçi 

Yayınlan, 1992, 155. 

39 This ist the official number, cf". D. Akgül, 1 55-1 56. 
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and distributed over the country. Then they are dumped anywhere, 

without a roof over their head or employment. Thev do not know a 

single word of Turkish." 1 0 Significantly, the little flock of Armenians in 

such provincial towns as Kayseri proved to be the most helpful neigh

bours to this destitute people." 

Conclusion and outlook 

It is not surprising that many Alevis looked with satisfaction on the 

decline of Sunni power in the nineteenth century; they felt confirmed 

in their centuries-old hopes. With astonishing ease, if somewhat na

ively, many Kızılbaş tribes and villages turned from the mid-nineteenth 

century on to the American missionaries, considering them as long-

awaited teachers. This early penetration of rural areas by men and women 

representing Western modernity fascinated the villagers not so much 

for its technical aspects - as in the case of Ot toman restorers and re

formers - as for the free, self-confident attitudes it revealed and, to be 

sure, for the material well-being it indicated. The close ties of Ot toman 

and Young Turkish reformers with the endeavor to reestablish the un

disputed rule of the Empire and its millet-i hakime, by centralization 

within the country and by arming to ward off external threats, made 

Alevis deeply suspicious, even if they gladly welcomed all liberal procla

mations. But these proclamations were never lastingly implemented in 

the regions where Alevis lived. 

I he state reformers soon perceived the dangers of what American 

missionaries - too smugly - called Islam's "internal breach" and "deadly 

wound" (the deep division from the beginning within Islam). 4 2 They 

4 0 Cited in Zürcher, "Travel Diaries ". 

41 Interview by the author in Izmir, September 2003, with people removed from the 

Dersim to Kayseri in 1937/38. 

42 CEE. White, " T h e Shia Turks", Transactions of the Victoria Institute 40 (1908), 

2 2 3 - 2 2 0 . 
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made important efforts to overcome it. From this angle we may inter

pret the Kemalists' abolition of the caliphate and repression of Sunni 

Islam in the public sphere as a last radical attempt to mend the old 

breach. But the exclusive ethnic nationalism that served as an ideologi

cal ersatz for religion alienated the Kurdish Alevis in particular. A con

structive republican dynamic did not generally make any headway in 

the eastern provinces, where a state of emergency, with a few interrup

tions, continued to reign throughout the twentieth centurv. 

Despite the Kemalists's efforts to construct a prehistoric ethnic ori

gin for their nation (the so-called Turkish History Thesis), Islam proved 

in the long term a crucial element of national, millî, identity. In fact, 

the creation of the Directorate of Religious Affairs in 1924 integrated 

Sunni Islam into the state from the beginning. Moreover, Sunni Mus

lim Turks determined the contents of the Republic's unitary "national 

culture" and to a large extent retained control over public resources. 

After 1945, the definition of this culture slowly shifted from a radically 

Turkist discourse 4 3 towards a semi-official Turkish-Islamic synthesis, 

the dominant ideolog}' in the last quarter of the twentieth century. 

The second half of the twentieth century brought the most pro

found social change in the history of the Alevis since the sixteenth cen

tury: a virtual end to the traditional, rural Alevi organization that had 

secretly continued to function under the single-party regime. This fi

nale coincided with the establishment of an urban Alevi diaspora, 

through the massive migration of rural people, and especially Eastern 

Alevis, to urban centres in Turkey and Europe. In a parallel process, a 

broadly leftist protest generation emerged in the 1970s. All this finally 

led in the 1990s to a spectacular public renaissance of Alevi identity in 

an urban context. But, whereas religious, de facto Sunni teaching was 

made obligatory in schools after 1980 and Sunni structures, including 

the construction of mosques, were massively sponsored by the state, 

the Alevis, as always in the past, saw themselves largely excluded from 

the officially recognized culture in its textbooks, its public institutions 

and its public space. 

43 "Turkism" being svnonvmou.s of Turkish etbno-nationalism. 


