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I don’t call Tunceli Dersim3 but I call it the land of mad people. Do you know 
any place in the world known for the statue of its madman? [. . .] You erect the 
statue of someone who has saved a country, or who conducted a great scientific 
research, who established a university in your city . . . I mean someone impor-
tant for the history of the world. Why don’t you erect a statue of a professor, a 
doctor, someone who did useful stuff for the local community but a madman? I 
understand and appreciate the statues of Mustafa Kemal [Atatürk], Pir Sultan,4 
Hacı Bektaş,5 but I don’t understand the statue of Seyit Hüseyin6 [. . .] Why 
not idolize a dede7, but accept someone [Şeywuşen] living on the street, not 
conscious of his behavior, granting him holiness, and erecting his statue? [. . .] 
People visit his [Şeywuşen’s] grave and take a part from the soil of his grave. 
I tell them that it’s not healthy but they don’t listen. [. . .] I don’t understand 
what people want to say through this statue, it seems so absurd to me . . . it leads 
people to think negatively about us [Dersimlis].8

During the interview, Ali Tuluk (74), the pîr9 and the founder of the Cemevi10 
in Pertek, touched several times upon the absurdity of erecting a statue of 
a madman at the center of Dersim (see figure 3.2.1). The reaction of Ali 
Tuluk is not that surprising considering that the statue as an aesthetic form is 
associated in the modern Turkish vernacular imagination with the statue of 
Mustafa Kemal.11 His emphasis on the absurdity and irrationality was on the 
discrepancy between form and content. How come a non-heroic figure who 
had done nothing spectacular could have been granted a statue? 

The timing of the inauguration of the statue only complicates the story 
of this seemingly weird spatial intervention. The statue of Hüseyin Tatar 
(Şeywuşen, 1930–1994) was inaugurated in 1995 during the peak of the mili-
tary conflict between Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê (The Kurdistan Workers’ 
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Party, PKK) and the Turkish Armed Forces, a year after Şeywuşen’s assas-
sination by a high school mathematics teacher in his sleep on his regular 
spot, next to the Boran Pharmacy at the city center. As other parts of his 
life story, his assassination is also contested. While some interlocutors tell 
that the mathematics teacher was mentally unstable and killed Şeywuşen 
because he was jealous of the love and care people were offering to him,12 
some accounted that the mathematics teacher was encouraged by the security 
forces to murder Şeywuşen due to his possession of confidential information 
that could pose a threat.13

Figure 3.2.1 The Statue of Hüseyin Tatar (Şeywuşen), 1930–1994. Photo taken by 
Armanc Yıldız.
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His funeral was announced by the municipality megaphones and it is 
remembered by the inhabitants as one of the most crowded funerals. The 
mayor of the time Mazlum Arslan (62) describes the funeral as follows:

Seyit Hüseyin brought all those people together. Imagine, in the 1990s everyday 
a number of guerrilla corpses were brought into the city. We could not organize 
their funerals because of the security forces’ interventions. [. . .] In the 1990s, 
the people of Tunceli were incredibly divided. Members of PKK, TIKKO,14 
social democrats; those people who were not coming together in any event . . . 
they were all present there [at Şeywuşen’s funeral].15

Mazlum Arslan stated that he decided to commission the statue of 
Şeywuşen after the funeral: “Şeywuşen was a public figure and we were the 
municipality of the people. We wanted to honor what people attached value 
to.”16 The inauguration of the first “madman” statue of Turkey took place in 
the politically troubling atmosphere of the 1990s upon the initiative of the 
municipality. The Dersimi parliamentary deputy speaker of the time Kamer 
Genç (1940–2016) provided funding for both the statue and the construction 
of the grave. The statue was placed at the city center and the grave is situated 
at the entrance of the municipal cemetery.

The statue was placed on the parallel street to that which hosts the statue 
of Mustafa Kemal, the “founding father” of the Turkish Republic (See Figure 
3.2.2). There are several rituals in practice taking place around the statue and 
the grave of Şeywuşen. People visit his grave and every Thursday evening 
city inhabitants light candles in front of the statue to make wishes and to 
pray. Instead of evoking victorious events and stories of resistance as the 
other monuments such as the statue of Seyyid Rıza17 (See Figure 3.2.3), the 
statue of Human Rights18 (See Figure 3.2.4), or other figurative represen-
tations in the city—such as the photographs of revolutionary figures Che 
Guevara, Ibrahim Kaypakkaya,19 Mahir Çayan20—Şeywuşen’s statue evokes 
remembrances of his shabby appearance, his life on the streets of Dersim, and 
his miracles. In opposition to the images of strong masculine figures, revo-
lutionaries, the leaders of resistance against state violence, figures of guerilla 
warfare and the like, Şeywuşen finds his place in remembrances or in dreams 
as a healer or someone who can perform miracles and prophecies.

The chapter firstly aims to contextualize Şeywuşen’s transformation into 
a holy man within the political atmosphere of the post–1980 coup period. 
Secondly, the chapter seeks to historicize the notion of the irrational which 
circulates in several political circles when referring to everyday divinity, it 
analyzes the peculiar kind of holiness attached to Şeywuşen. Lastly, it argues 
that unpacking the irrational manifests not only the limitations of the political 
imagination but also the possibilities that it eclipses.
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ŞEYWUŞEN APPEARS AT THE PALAVRA (IDLE TALK)  
SQUARE: DERSIM OF THE 1960s AND 1970s

Hüseyin Tatar (Şeywuşen) became a part of the city life first in the late 1960s. 
He was born in Beydamı village between two catastrophes that fundamentally 
changed the social and demographic texture of the region, namely the Arme-
nian Genocide (1914–1915) and the Dersim Genocide (1937–1938). He mar-
ried Yamos Mavi and had two children. After completing his military service, 
he came back to his village and had problems with his family. His ex-wife 
Yamos Mavi narrates her marriage and divorce as following:

Figure 3.2.2 The Statue of the Human Right. Photo taken by Armanc Yıldız.
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Age of 13, 14 or 15, I don’t know, they [her family] gave me to him [Şeywuşen]. 
Then we had two kids. One boy and a girl. The guy was not coming home at all, 
he was hanging out. When he was coming [home] he was disturbing us. He was 
already ill before the marriage. We didn’t know. He was hanging out, talking [to 
himself]. They [family of Şeywuşen] didn’t tell us. No one talked to my mum either. 
We had a rayber [. . .] He said that the guy [Şeywuşen] is a bit ill. He invited me 
to his place and said that this woman [Yamos Mavi] had no relation with that guy 
[Şeywuşen] anymore, she is free, she can go and marry someone else. And the sin 
of her belongs to the rayber, to the pîr who said so. I haven’t returned home again.21

While having problems with his family, Şeywuşen also got into trouble 
with villagers. Murat Özkan, a nephew of Şeywuşen, narrates the story that 
ends with Şeywuşen leaving the village:

There was feudalism before. There were certain modes of relationships between 
people. The problems related to land caused problems. A dispute occurred 
among the kids of my uncle. My uncle Şeywuşen went and beat the other uncle 
of mine. He [Şeywuşen] took a stone and hit him. People around tied him 
[Şeywuşen] up to prevent another attack. He was tied up for 12 hours.22

Murat Özkan’s account represents only one of the several narratives describ-
ing the process ending Şeywuşen’s life at his village. In the aftermath of the 
dispute he was hospitalized in the Elazığ Mental Hospital in the late 1960s. 
After a short stay in the hospital, Şeywuşen came to the city center and started 
living on the streets of Dersim. Ferit Demir who has been working for Doğan 

Figure 3.2.3 The Statue of Seyyid Rıza. Source: Author.
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News Agency since 1993 and prepared the newsclip for the inauguration of 
the statue of Şeywuşen describes his daily life as follows:

Everyone liked him, except that math teacher (laughing) [referring the one 
who murdered Şeywuşen]. He was embraced by Dersimlis. Everyone was 
in charge of his clothes, his food, you name it. [. . .] I suppose the [math] 
teacher was jealous of him. He was also mad (laughing) and nobody liked him.  
[. . .] He [Şeywuşen] was waking up around Boran Pharmacy, in his usual spot 
for sleeping. When he was feeling hungry, there were couple of restaurant 
holders in the 1970s that were taking care of him. He would enter one of those 
[restaurants] and approach someone that he liked and would eat his food. Ask-
ing for permission or so, no way (laughing).23

According to Mustafa (55) and Zülfikar (57), distant relatives of Şeywuşen, 
the restaurant holders were the disciples (taliw/talib) of Kureşan holy lineage. 
They were taking care of Şeywuşen due to their loyalty to the belief system 
and to their respect to Kureşan, the holy lineage that Şeywuşen comes from.24 
Ferhat Tunç (1964–), a famous musician from Dersim tells the story of his 
first encounter with Şeywuşen as a child in one of those restaurants:

I suppose I was 7 when I first encountered Sey Uşên. I was 7, having soup alone 
in a small restaurant, the Huzur Restaurant. While having soup, I saw Sey Uşên 
standing in front of me. He took the soup bowl and put it in front of him and 
started eating. I got scared at that moment, I didn’t know who he was, I didn’t 
know. That is how I got to know Sey Uşên. But after that, with a great love and 
compassion, without looking at my face, he started telling ‘don’t worry I just got 
hungry, I’ll eat’ etc. Yet I got afraid and left the table. But after that in my child-
hood years, in times I was going to school Sey Uşên became a part of our lives.25

Kamer (55), who is a bus driver commuting between Elazığ and Dersim, 
tells that he started buying a separate packet of cigarette to Şeywuşen as a 
young smoker:

I remember in my first week as a smoker he approached me, asking for ciga-
rettes. I felt so honored and gave him the whole packet (laughing). Cigarettes 
were not so expensive in those days, in the 70s (laughing). Late 70s. You know, 
he was not approaching just anyone. People were attempting to give him money, 
cigarette I don’t know what rakı, if he was not liking them, he would never 
accept. . . . He never took money from anyone. . . . Then I started carrying a 
packet [cigarettes] for him.26

When Şeywuşen moved to the city center, one of the main socialization 
points was the Palavra Square. The name Palavra, which means lie or/and idle 
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talk, was given to the Cumhuriyet (Republic) Square in the 1970s when leftist 
groups started gathering there and “talk the whole day.”27 Other than Palavra 
Square, the coffee places were popular meeting spots. Hıdır Demirtaş, the 
editor of the local newspaper entitled Halkın Sesi (the voice of people), writes 
in his column in August 1971 that the most profitable business in Dersim is 
to run a coffee place because “everyone spends the whole day in a coffee 
place and no one works. There is no entertainment other than one cinema and 
coffee places.”28

The period when Şeywuşen became a part of Dersimlis’ daily life is a sig-
nificant period for the history of Dersim as much as for the history of Turkey. 
Starting from the mid-1960s, Dersim became one of the cities where there 
was a significant leftist mobilization. In the post–1980 coup period the mobi-
lization spread out to the rural areas and especially to Dersim’s mountains. A 
distant relative of Şeywuşen and an ex-member of Türkiye Komunist Partisi 
Marxist-Leninist (Communist Party of Turkey/Marxist-Leninist, TKP/ML) 
Zülfikar (57) accounts for that period as such

Dersim was pumping blood into the revolutionary movements. Look at the 
founders of the big leftist organizations, you will find many Dersimlis. Dersim 
was known with its bravery, I mean as a center of rebellion. All those supersti-
tions, madness, whatsoever were attached to Dersim recently [after the coup of 
1980].29

The leftist movements could find a relatively more suitable ground to get 
organize in Dersim in the 1970s. It was mainly because of the relatively 
widespread use of Turkish language compared to the rest of the Kurdish 
region due to continuous state interventions throughout its history. In addi-
tion, the familiarity of the members of leftist groups to Alevi sayings and 
songs eased the entrance of the leftist movements to Dersim.30 However, 
the peculiarities of the Kırmanciye system, where the social, economic, and 
religious spheres bound to each other through the kinship structure,31 com-
plicated the customization of the traditional leftist approach. In the lack of 
a feudal tension in the relations of production in the traditional sense and 
in the absence of an established bourgeois class the leftist organizations 
turned against the religious figures that are fundamental components of 
the Kırmanciye system.32 The practices such as asking for small amount of 
money from the taliw in return to religious service, kissing the hand of a pîr, 
visiting jiyaras, and the like were considered exploitative backward practices 
that needed to be dissolved.33

The attitude of the leftist groups of the 1970s toward religious figures and 
practices were subjected to widespread criticism. Rıza (48), who comes from 
Pilvenk tribe and who is currently performing as a dede, believes that the 
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leftist movements should have struggled against the corruption among reli-
gious figures during the 1970s. But instead they targeted the notion of dedelik:

In Dersim Alevism the institution of dedelik is transmitted by father to son. […] 
This system was abused. Everyone started to collect çıralıx/çıralık.34 The prob-
lem was that people who didn’t have the qualification to practice dedelik started 
to call themselves dede. In Dersim, leftists were reacting against the fake/false 
[yalancı] dedes. But they fundamentally refused the whole notion of dedelik. 
They didn’t separate the fakes from the others.35

The conversations I had with Mahmut Dede (85), who comes from the 
Kureşan holy lineage and who is a well-respected religious figure both among 
Dersim inhabitants and Dersim diaspora in Germany, revealed a critical point 
that goes beyond Rıza’s point of criticism, noted above. By establishing a 
troubling continuity between the state violence and the damage of the leftist 

Figure 3.2.4 The Statue of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. The photo taken by Armanc Yıldız.
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groups Mahmut Dede, who took part in the leftist mobilization starting from 
1965, states that in the 1960s with the entrance of the leftist groups to Dersim 
the Kırmanciye order that was restored after the Dersim Genocide was tar-
geted again, this time by another kind of progressivist ideology. In his view, 
the leftist attitude against the rituals in practice in Dersim (such as gathering 
in jiyaras (See Figure 3.2.5)) that were considered backward and supersti-
tious loosened the organized structure of Dersim inhabitants and made 
Dersimlis more vulnerable in their encounter with the state violence of 1980 
coup d’état.36 When the coup d’état of 1980 destroyed the hope for revolution 
through practices of massive arrests and closure of democratic associations 
Dersim became exposed to the state policies of Turkish-Islam synthesis with 
a loosened sense of the Kırmanciye order.37

FROM A HOMELESS MADMAN TO A HOLY 
FIGURE: ŞEYWUŞEN BECOMING A BUDELA 

IN THE POST-1980 COUP D’ÉTAT PERIOD

In an interview I conducted in Russelsheim, Nedim (1950–2017) who left 
Dersim in the late 1970s and became a political refugee in Germany was quite 
surprised when I mentioned the prophecies that are attributed to Şeywuşen: 
“Prophecies? Interesting . . . I used to spend quite a time with him but back 
then he was not holy at all (laughing).”38 Whereas for those who left Dersim 
in the 1970s and 1980s Şeywuşen is only a homeless madman that everyone 

Figure 3.2.5 The Jiyara of Gola Cetu. Source: Author.
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liked, took care of and laughed about, for the present inhabitants of Dersim, 
Şeywuşen is also associated with a peculiar kind of divine power. This shift 
needs to be understood through a commonly told story of Şeywuşen and the 
social transformation that happened in the aftermath of the 1980 coup d’état.

A frequently told story of Şeywuşen occurred in the post–1980 coup 
period. Although the narrations vary, the plot of the story is about Şeywuşen’s 
reaction to the security forces during a curfew which was declared after the 
coup. The curfew meant for Şeywuşen, who was living in the streets, waking 
up in the morning and encountering no one but soldiers and police officers. 
The common point of those various narrations was that Şeywuşen made an 
association between the coup d’état and the 1938 Dersim Genocide. Hüseyin 
Aygün who is a lawyer and ex-CHP deputy from Dersim writes the story as 
follows:

In one of those days of curfew in the times of September 12 [coup d’état of 
1980], Sey Uşên, who could not see anyone on the street, went to the police 
station and said ‘What did you do to my people, where did you bring them to 
massacre, did you repeat the catastrophe of 1938?’ [Ero sıma oncia na mılet se 
kerd, berd koti gırr kerd, ‘38 oncia ame?] This reveals the saintliness in Sey 
Uşên’s madness.39

In a period when the voices of revolutionary and democratic forces were 
violently silenced in the public space, the madman of Dersim, a city that used 
to be perceived as a center for revolutionary movements, became “the voice” 
of people. The heroic repertoire of resisting to the state-sponsored violence 
has a long history in Dersim. Although Şeywuşen had very little to do with 
worldly affairs and did not fit to the codes of heroic masculinity, bringing a 
sequence from the silenced past into the present seemed to grant him a kind 
of respectability. In the political atmosphere of the post-coup period, this 
respect transformed into a widely accepted divine capacity.40 His attributed 
holiness began to manifest in various ways such as dreams and prophecies. 
He appears in dreams to actualize wishes of the dreamers, he could predict the 
future and to go beyond the outer and inner spiritual dimensions (botîn/zahir). 
It is important to note that although the terms seyyid, pîr, budela, evliya, saf, 
bôme are referring to different status in Dersim Alevism, my interlocutors 
are using these different terms almost interchangeably to describe the kind 
of holiness attached to Şeywuşen. While some prefer to call him seyyid, a 
descendant of the prophet Muhammad, some use the term budela. Budela is 
a pure, naïve person who has inherited the divine power through his lineage. 
They are known with their tattered clothes which are taken as a sign for not 
being occupied with this worldly concerns. Since budelas usually perform 
outside of the normative frames of everyday life (being homeless, living out 
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of what people offer to them) they are considered as the “deformed” version 
of dewreş, those who possess the divine power to perform prophecies and 
travel among those who are part of the belief system.41

When we look at the sociopolitical atmosphere of the post-coup period we 
observe a shift that contributes to the explanation of the transformation of the 
way Şeywuşen was perceived. While the period 1965–1980 is remembered by 
massive leftist mobilization, the picture greatly changed in the aftermath of the 
coup d’état of September 12, 1980. Structural changes were happening in the 
economic policies such as the rapid transition from Import Substitution Indus-
try model to the export-led growth economic strategy, which resulted in the 
abandonment of welfare state policies.42 The resistance to neoliberal policies 
was broken by the coup d’état of September 12, 1980. The military authorities 
initiated the coup, closed the parliament along with the political parties and 
labor unions, declared the state of emergency, and banned the exit from the 
country.43 Through the excessive use of violence, the presence of radical left-
ist movements in Turkey’s political arena was almost successfully destroyed.

Policies driven by trends of Turkish-Islam synthesis took the shape of 
building of several mosques in several Alevi villages, registering massive 
numbers of Dersimi Alevi young girls and boys into boarding Quran courses 
outside of Dersim.44 The declaration of the state of emergency and the issu-
ing of the Region of Extraordinary Law in 1987, along with the establish-
ment of the new intelligence services in the early 1990s45 can be counted 
among the attempts of the Turkish state to repress the increasing Kurdish 
mobilization. Through the alliances made with the Hizbullahî Kurdî,46 and 
radical nationalist rightist groups, the state-sponsored violence left behind 
37,000 dead bodies in the clashes between the years 1984 and 1999 in Turk-
ish Kurdistan.47 Moreover, 417 villages in the region were evacuated and 
the population suffered from food embargo along with military repression.48 
Taking into consideration the internal displacement along with the migrants 
going to Europe as political refugees after the coup and during the civil war 
in the 1990s, it seems possible to say that Dersim started to host ghosts more 
than living bodies.

Along with the excessive securitization of the region and the attempts to 
establish domination through Turkish-Islam synthesis driven policies, the 
post–1980 coup period witnessed the Kurdish and Alevi mobilization. While 
“religion has become a major point of reference for identity formations,” Ale-
vis, who were previously organized in leftist organizations began “to assert 
Alevi identity within a universalistic human rights discourse and secularist 
rhetoric of religious freedom and self-determination.”49 After the assuage of 
the ban on associations and the embracement of Turkish-Islam synthesis as a 
state policy, Alevi voluntary associations spread up all over the country50 and 
a new wave of publications appeared on the basis of a communal identity.51
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Dersim has been an important reference point for both the Alevi and Kurd-
ish movements. By evoking memories of genocidal violence the extreme 
use of state’s coercive power that peaked in 1994 and the growing Kurdish 
mobilization opened up the “already known secret”52 of Dersim 1937–1938. 
Excessive use of state violence which left behind evacuated villages, burned 
forests, bombed and destroyed jiyaras were engraved 1994 in Dersimlis’ col-
lective memory as the second 1938.53 The recalling of the officially silenced 
memories of 1938 paved the way of a new wave of discussions on how to 
place Dersim in Alevi and Kurdish movements.54

“IRRATIONAL” PRACTICES: THE RITUALS 
AROUND THE CULT OF ŞEYWUŞEN

Şeywuşen’s miracles, prophecies, and healing powers, became commonly 
known in the post–1980 coup period when the violent clashes between the 
PKK and the Turkish Armed Forces peaked, Alevism gained public visibil-
ity, and the experience of Dersim 1938 started to be discussed anew within 
Kurdish and Alevi circles. As a result of Alevi mobilization “Alevi ritual 
and religion acquired a degree of visibility in the urban milieu as never 
before, leading a burgeoning chorus of commentators to depict contemporary 
Alevism as a ‘public religion’.”55 However Cemevis, Alevi worship places, 
are still not officially recognized as worship place but cultural association. In 
that regard it seems possible to state that by turning the demand for religious 
recognition into an element of cultural diversity the state institutions “pre-
fer a tamed version of diversity, one that is clearly divorced from political 
claims.”56 In such a depoliticized framework Alevi rituals gained visibility 
without recognition.

While the institutionalization of Alevism was getting widespread on the 
one hand and Alevism was being culturalized by the state policies on the 
other, Şeywuşen’s popularity was rising both among those living in Dersim 
as well as those in the diaspora. Interlocutors whose remembrances belonged 
to the late 1980s and the early 1990s indicate that Şeywuşen became an 
internationally popular figure in that period. Rıza (48) who was selling 
Şeywuşen’s photographs in the 1990s states that

Seyit Hüseyin was already a phenomenon before he was assassinated. I remem-
ber Dersimlis living in Germany, Switzerland, and Sweden were coming to see 
him. There was a lady who came from Zurich to see Seyit Hüseyin because he 
appeared in her dream.57

Şeywuşen has been appearing in dreams of people who knew him person-
ally and those who had never encountered him. Along with stories where he 
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appears in dreams, Şeywuşen is also attributed with miracles and prophecies. 
Zekiye (60), whom I encountered in Gola Çetu, gave a personal account of 
one of Şeywuşen’s prophecies:

Once, the fiancée of the daughter of his brother brought his fiancée a gold neck-
lace. When uncle Sewuşen saw this, he immediately told her [the daughter of 
his brother] that the necklace was stolen. Sewuşen asked her to bring a glass of 
water and spill it to his hands. When she poured water to the hands of Uncle 
Sewuşen, the necklace smashed. She was shocked when she saw the pieces of 
the necklace fall down and attempted to collect them. Uncle Sewuşen did not let 
her touch the pieces of the necklace. Right after that, the pieces of the necklace 
merged back again. Uncle Sewuşen told the girl to throw the necklace into the 
Munzur River after tying it with a çaput.58 And she did what uncle Sewuşen told 
her to do. Days after her fiancée came to see her with the necklace in his hand. 
When he asked the reason why she threw away the necklace, she said that the 
necklace was stolen and she broke off the engagement.59

Having the ability to feel injustices is one of the recurrent attributes to 
Şeywuşen. There is a repertoire of miracles and prophecies where Şeywuşen 
appears as one who had the knowledge of people engaged in “immoral” 
activities such as stealing, committing violence, and cheating. The narration 
above is an example of the existing repertoire.

In Zekiye’s account of Şeywuşen’s prophecy we see the interminglement 
of different elements of Dersimli’s believes. The role of water deserves atten-
tion in that narration. Water (auwe/uwe/aw) is considered as the main source 
of life along with the soil and are both described as sır, the secret force.60 
There are many rituals in practice that are attached to water; for instance, 
praying to water against nazar (evil eye), or against gins, pîrs putting their 
hands into boiled water in order to perform prophecy, putting knife in water 
during marriage ceremonies, and the like.61 Many water sources considered 
holy and River Munzur, named after a young evliya who became sır while 
escaping after his prophecy was revealed,62 is considered to be the most sig-
nificant holy water source in the region.63

Although there are several versions of the myth of Mızur (Munzur) the plot 
of the myth is as follows: The story starts with the master of the young shep-
herd Mızur going to pilgrimage/Kerbela. One day Mızur went to the wife of 
his master and told her that the master wanted to eat halva, therefore he would 
bring it to his master if she prepares it. Knowing that one cannot bring food 
to the pilgrimage site/Kerbela, the master’s wife prepared the halva and gave 
it to Mızur, assuming that the latter had asked for it for himself. The young 
shepherd Mızur took the halva and disappeared. When the master came back 
to the village, he said that Mızur brought him halva to the pilgrimage site 
and therefore Mızur is the holy one not him. When the villagers approached 
Mızur to show their respect he became shy and ran away with the milk bucket 
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that he had intended to bring to his master. While escaping from the villagers 
he fell and became sır in the mountain that is now named after him. When 
he fell, the spilled milk formed the 40 Springs of the Mızur (Munzur) River 
appeared. Since then the 40 Springs of the Mızur (Munzur) River which starts 
at the point where Mızur fell down has been considered sacred along with the 
Mızur (Munzur) Mountains where he became sır.64

The story of Mızur is significant for unpacking Şeywuşen’s prophecy in 
two ways: the symbolism of milk and the Munzur River. In the myth Mızur 
appears to be a young shepherd possessing a secret power who protects the 
most important economic activity of the region namely animal husbandry and 
milk. The protection of the milk, which can only be produced by females, 
connotes not only the control over a vital product but also control over fer-
tility.65 In order to protect the lineage Şeywuşen revealed the fact that the 
engagement ring was acquired in an immoral way and prevented the marriage 
to happen with a thief. In other words, by protecting the woman from going 
through with the marriage Şeywuşen acted as a protector of the lineage. In 
doing so, he uses water for the immoral activity to manifest itself and for 
the purified end (breaking the engagement) to come. Bringing different ele-
ments of Dersim Alevism together, this prophecy, where Şeywuşen appears 
as a possessor of a divine power who can give or protect lives by preventing 
danger, puts forward an understanding of nature-human relationship that is at 
best dismissed in the institutionalization of Alevism.

IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION: THE LIMITS OF 
RATIONAL POLITICS AND THE POLITICAL 

PROMISES OF “IRRATIONALITY”

Juxtaposing the opening quote of Ali Tuluk, the dede of Pertek Cemevi, and 
Zeliha’s account of Şeywuşen’s prophecy reveals the tension between the 
institutionalization of Alevi practices and the resistance to adopt the forms 
of religious practices imposed by Cemevi. Ali Tuluk, who has expressed his 
strong conviction in the need for institutionalization of Alevi rituals several 
times in our conversations puts forward that under the constant pressure 
of Sunni Islamic movements, there is no future for the Alevi belief in the 
absence of institutionalization.66 Not surprisingly, the first step required for 
such institutionalization of Alevism is to leave out what is considered “irra-
tional” or seen as “unhealthy” practices such as attaching holiness to ordinary 
people and spaces.

Several, and seemingly unrelated political actors have been devaluating 
existing rituals in practice in Dersim. These include the revolutionary left-
ist groups of the 1960s and 1970s, people engaged in the struggle for Alevi 
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rights, as well as state actors operating within the frame of Turkish-Islam 
synthesis.67 What glues all of these political discourses together is the notion 
of state secularism in Turkey. The contradictory nature of Turkish national 
identity is on the one hand “defined in terms of a commitment to secular mod-
ernist values,” and yet, it is understood to be organized in terms of “a single 
language and a single imagined ethnicity associated with a particular reli-
gious heritage,” on the other.68 The secular Turkish nation-state established 
a particular interpretation of Sunni Islam—the religious identification of the 
majority of the population—as de facto religion of the nation.69

To historicize the labels of unhealthy, irrational, and backward behaviors 
attached to Dersim one would need to go back to the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury when Dersim was assigned to be “immoral” or “morally inferior” to 
legitimize the interventions of the Ottoman central power. The moderniza-
tion starting with the Tanzimat Era which marks the initiation of Ottoman 
colonialism, embraced “a set of imperial practices and discourses which were 
premised on the need to induct forcibly supposedly recalcitrant peripheries 
into an age of modernity.”70 In other words, an evolutionary notion of time, 
which denies coevalness, became a part of the Ottoman governance starting 
from the Tanzimat Era.71 That is how the backward, primitive, and savage 
became constituents of the rational, scientific, and civilized character of the 
imaginary space of the center—the source of reforms.72

Building upon such colonial repertoires, the Turkish state framed secular-
ism not just as a political doctrine but as “a normative way of life” which 
“works to organize the forms of speech and truth that are to be granted cred-
ibility in a given set of conditions.”73 Hence, in the secularist framework 
where “healing is fundamentally connected to the government of life and 
the reproduction of governable subjects,”74 the River Munzur’s, Şeywuşen’s 
and jiyara’s ability to heal, purify, or granting pregnancy are automatically 
regarded as the elements of a past that should be distanced from the present. 
The kind of hope attached to Şeywuşen’s ability to regulate the moral sphere 
of everyday life expressed in a public sphere that strictly regulates “capacities 
for speaking and being heard,”75 which almost inevitably renders it “out of 
place” like any other uncategorized, ambiguous forms of spiritual practice.

Conceptualizing what is regarded as irrational—and thus apolitical—“as 
sites of return wherein unspoken histories of political-theological exchange 
and the forms of violence that marked secularism’s origins are brought to 
bear on the present”76 allows us to consider a possibility of another politi-
cal imagination where the violently silenced past could be revealed. In that 
regard, by bringing back what has become sır, the divine capacity attributed to 
Şeywuşen expresses an insistence on the relatively horizontal nature-human 
relationship that the cosmology of Dersim belief system suggests77 in a time 
period when Alevism has been initiated to the process of institutionalization. 
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By offering a third way of engaged with the sacred and profane divide the 
case of Şeywuşen demonstrates how the labels of irrationality, unhealthy, 
and backward serve the purposes of determining the limits of the political 
and depoliticizing what is left outside of it. Looking at the memory regimes 
forged around figures such as Şeywuşen carry the potential to reveal the limi-
tations of the sense of the political that we operate in.

NOTES

1. Author’s Note: Research for this paper was conducted within the framework 
of the dissertation project tentatively entitled “When the History Goes Mad: Rewrit-
ing the History of State Violence in Dersim” supported by the Research Center for 
History of Emotions at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development and by the 
Heinrich Böll Stiftung. I am greatly indebted to Yaara Benger Alaluf, Dilşa Deniz, 
Banu Karaca, and Marlene Schäfers, who have read several versions of this article, 
for their valuable comments and encouragements. I would like to thank to Bilgin 
Ayata, Markus Dressler, Robert Langer, Erdal Gezik, Martin Greve, Ahmet Kerim 
Gültekin, Kemal Kahraman, Derya Özkaya, Benjamin Raßbach, Sinibaldo De Rosa, 
Hasret Tıraz, and Armanc Yıldız for sharing thought-provoking ideas and comments 
on the subject.

2. I anonymized my interlocutors and only used the real names of those who gave 
me consent on that matter.

3. In 1935, a law was passed in the Turkish parliament to change the name of 
Dersim into Tunceli. Although several Armenian, Greek, and Kurdish place names 
were subjected to Turkification it is important to note that Dersim is the only place 
in the history of Turkey whose name has changed through a special law. The Tunceli 
Law envisaged series of military incursions to surgically remove what state officials 
used to call “the abscess” of the Republic. Although the name Dersim is currently 
commonly in use and there are several campaigns aiming to claim back the name 
Dersim, Tunceli still remains the official name of the city.

4. Pir Sultan Abdal (ca. 1480–1550), an Alevi poet lived in Anatolia. He has been 
an influential figure both for the folkloric poetry tradition and for Alevi collective 
memory. He is known for his poems on resistance against state violence.

5. Hacı Bektaş Veli who lived and taught approximately from 1209 to 1271 in 
Anatolia was an Alevi philosopher originally from Khorasan, Iran. He is believed to 
be the founder of the Bektaşi order in Alevism.

6. The names of places as well as the names of people in Kırmancki, Kurmanci, 
and in Armenian were subjected to Turkification in Dersim. As a result of that process 
the Turkified official names got into circulation in everyday conversations too. That 
is how different interpellations of the same person appear. While Hüseyin Tatar is his 
official name people call him either with the Kırmancki name Şeywuşen or Şewuşen 
or Kurmanci name Sey Uşên or the semi-Turkified version Seyit Hüseyin. Nurettin 
Aslan in his book entitled Madmen of Dersim depicts the process of Hüseyin Tatar 
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becoming Sewuşen as such: “It is not known whether it is a custom of Dersimlis or 
it is because we [Dersimlis] cannot accept the Turkified names but we do not call 
anyone with their proper [Turkish] names. We say Fate for Fatma, Ele for Elif, Memo 
for Mehmet, Heso for Hasan, Uso for Hüseyin. Uso became first Uşen then Sewuşen, 
and the name lasted as such.” Nurettin Aslan, Dersim’ in Divane Delileri (İstanbul: 
İletisim Yayınları, 2015), 12.

7. As a consequence of internal displacement and migration, Kurdish Alevis of 
Dersim, who were previously living in relatively closed circles, got into contact with 
Turkish Alevis. The encounters and exchanges in urban settings where Turkish Alevis 
were in majority played a role in the appropriation of Turkish terminology into Der-
sim Alevism. In other words, the Kırmancki and Kurmanci terminology of the Dersim 
belief system got assimilated into the terminology of Turkish Alevism. The uses of 
dede and pîr are good examples of that process. Pîr refers to the religious leader com-
ing from the holy lineage of the Imam Ali (ocak), who visits his disciples (taliw/talib 
tribes) once a year based on the information he receives from his raywer (rayber, is 
the person coming from a holy lineage and functions as a spiritual guide who shows 
the path) and organize cem ritual. In Turkish Alevism the term dede refers to the 
religious leader who organizes cem ritual. However, being a part of a holy lineage is 
not a necessity for performing as a dede. Since kinship relations are one of the pillars 
of Kurdish Alevism the difference between dede and pîr is significant. However, the 
interchangeable use of dede and pîr became a quite widespread phenomenon among 
Dersimlis.

8. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Ali Tuluk in Elazığ, April 2016.
9. Pîr is the socio-religious leader of the Kurdish Alevi communities. Pîrs are 

part of seyyid families that are believed to be a part of the holy lineage of Prophet 
Muhammed. Pîrs perform as the leader of cem ritual. Dilşa Deniz interprets the rela-
tionship between pîr and his disciples (taliw/talib) as an untransferable relationship of 
ownership/possession that is based on mythical blood relationship Dilşa Deniz, Yol/
Rê: Dersim Inanç Sembolizmi: Antropolojik Bir Yaklaşım (İstanbul: İletişim, 2012), 
48. For further information see also the article “Dersim, Kurdish Alevism, Reya Heq: 
Structure, Content, Context” in this volume.

10. Cemevi is the worship place of Alevis in Turkey. They are not officially rec-
ognized as worship places but as cultural centers.

11. Although there were figurative sculptures produced in the Ottoman Empire 
in the nineteenth century, the sculpture as a form was debatable. Specifically three 
dimensional sculptures were banned due to their similarity to idols. Until the founda-
tion of the Turkish Republic, the photograph and the sculpture as artistic forms were 
considered problematic although they entered to the Ottoman land. The statues of 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, which started to appear during Mustafa Kemal’s life in the 
1920s, were the first and remained for a long time the only concrete forms of expres-
sions of the newly emerging nation state Mustafa Kemal is remembered as one of 
the public monuments representing a person. See Aylin Tekiner, Atatürk Heykelleri: 
Kült, Estetik, Siyaset (İstanbul: Iletişim, 2010). and Meltem Ahıska, “Monsters That 
Remember: Tracing the Story of the Workers’ Monument in Tophane, İstanbul,” Red 
Thread, no. 3 (2011): 1–23.
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12. Referring to the interviews I conducted with Mazlum Arslan in Dersim, April 
2014 and with Ferit Demir in Dersim, May 2015.

13. Referring to the interview I conducted with Güven in Dersim, May 2015.
14. Türkiye Komünist Partisi Marxist/Leninist, Communist Party of Turkey Marx-

ist/Leninist was founded in 1972 and has been widely organized in Dersim.
15. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Mazlum Arslan in Dersim, 

April 2014.
16. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Mazlum Arslan in Dersim, 

April 2014.
17. Seyyid Rıza is remembered as one of the prominent religious leaders of the 

resistance during the Dersim Genocide. His statue was erected in 2012 by the initia-
tive of the Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi (Peace and Democracy Party, BDP) Municipal-
ity of Dersim.

18. The statue of a woman holding a bird in her hand. The statue includes an 
inscription of the first three articles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

19. Ibrahim Kaypakkaya (1949–1973), the founder of the Türkiye Komunist 
Partisi Marksist-Leninist (Communist Party of Turkey/Marxist Leninist, TKP/ML), 
was arrested in 1973 in the mountains of Dersim and was murdered in prison after 
being tortured for several months. After his assassination he became one of the icono-
graphic faces of the revolutionary leftist repertoire in Turkey.

20. Mahir Çayan (1946–1972), the leader of Türkiye Halk Kurtulus Partisi-
Cephesi (People’s Liberation Party Front of Turkey, THKP-C) was assassinated by 
Turkish Security Forces with his nine comrades in Kızıldere Village. Their assassina-
tion has been commemorated as the Kızıldere Massacre. Çayan became one of the 
iconographic figures in the representation of revolutionary left after his assassination. 
More on Kızıldere Massacre see Derya Özkaya, “Commemorative Practices and Nar-
ratives of Revolutionary Movements in Turkey: ‘Kızıldere’ as a Texture of Memory” 
(M.A. thesis, Sabancı University, 2015).

21. Excerpt from the documentary directed by Egemen Adak and Hira Selma 
Kalkan, Insanın Deli Dediği, Documentary, 2008, https ://ww w.you tube. com/w atch? 
v=Gvp lLLZ2 S1c.

22. Excerpt from the documentary directed by Egemen Adak and Hira Selma 
Kalkan, Insanın Deli Dediği, Documentary, 2008, https ://ww w.you tube. com/w atch? 
v=Gvp lLLZ2 S1c.

23. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Ferit Demir in Dersim, May 2015.
24. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Mustafa and Zülfikar in Dersim, 

April 2014.
25. Excerpt from the documentary directed by Egemen Adak and Hira Selma 

Kalkan, Insanın Deli Dediği, Documentary, 2008, https ://ww w.you tube. com/w atch? 
v=Gvp lLLZ2 S1c.

26. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Kamer in Dersim, May 2014.
27. Referring to the interview I conducted with Mahmut Dede in Berlin, Decem-

ber 2017.
28. Hıdır Demirtaş, “İlimizde Eğlence Yerleri,” Halkın Sesi, August 11, 1971.
29. Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Zülfikar in Dersim, April 2014.
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30. Doğan Munzuroğlu, Toplumsal yapı ve inanç bağlamında Dersim Aleviliği 
(İstanbul: Fam Yayınları, 2012), 81–90.

31. Dilşa Deniz, Yol/Rê: Dersim Inanç Sembolizmi: Antropolojik Bir Yaklaşım 
(Cağaloğlu, İstanbul: İletişim, 2012).

32. Munzuroğlu, Toplumsal yapı, 87.
33. Munzuroğlu, Toplumsal yapı, 88.
34. çıralıx/çıralık is a small amount of money, food, clothes, or valuable that 

is given to religious figures in response to their religious service see Erdal Gezik, 
“Çıralık (Hakullah): Hak, Pir ve Talip Adına Bir Katkı Sistemine Dair,” in Dört Dağa 
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ber 2016.
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