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ARTICLE

The Alevi question and the limits of citizenship in Turkey
Cemil Boyraz

Political Science Department, Bilgi University, Istanbul, Turkey

ABSTRACT
The Alevi question in Turkey is not only about a manifestation of the
demands for religious freedoms and pluralism but also an issue of
citizenship at least for the last three decades. This article argues that
as a result of the rise of the Alevi identity and collective capacity of
the Alevis to formulate demands in the national and international
public spheres, the issue has increasingly turned to a matter of
struggle for the long-denied equal citizenship rights of the Alevis in
Turkey. Expected failure of workshops process, namely Alevi
Opening, during the second term of the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi
(AKP) period increasingly brought a sense of the disappointment
among the Alevi organizations due to the fact that the issue was
not managed with a perspective based on equal citizenship rights
but with a discussion on the authenticity and originality of the Alevi
demands. Enduring silence for the solution of the Alevi question in
the last decade would lead Alevi organizations to the search for the
extension of the self-creation of the survival mechanisms without the
state support. This paper, within these considerations, is based on the
demands of the Alevi society in Turkey and their struggle for the legal
recognition, which increasingly challenged the Turkish form of secu-
larism and citizenship regimes today.

Introduction

Following the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights (the ECHR) in 2014 and
2016, the decision of the Supreme Court of Appeals ruled in favor of a court decision that
designates cemevis officially as houses of worship of the Alevis as the second largest faith
group in Turkey, and their utility bills should be paid by the state funds. Although there had
been many moments of promises from the ruling party in Turkey, it is still impossible to see
any legislative attempt to introduce necessary regulations on this direction. This actually
brings the question of the discrimination based on equal respect of the religious groups in
the Turkish type of secularism, which is actually a matter of equal citizenship.

As a matter of fact, not limited with the status of the cemevis but one might easily
observe a historical continuity in the overall refusal of the Alevi demands in Turkey by
various governments. Similar continuity could also be seen in the incorporative attempts
to assimilate the Alevi identity under religious majoritarianism defined as Sunni Islamic
identity through a set of different state policies and mechanisms. It is not only the state
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discourse, policies and institutions excluding the Alevi identity from the definition of the
national identity and citizenship regime but also literature on the historical development
of citizenship regime in Turkey mainly focuses on the ethnic character of the homo-
genization processes,1 with a particular focus on the denial and assimilation of the
Kurdish identity. On the other hand, a debate on the exclusionary character of the
national identity and citizenship regimes in Turkey should necessarily focus on their
repercussions on the framing of the Alevi identity within the Turkish and Islamic
elements. Therefore, studies on the persistence of the religious delineation of the
national identity and citizenship, and historical continuity of the state policies to
institutionalize religious majoritarianism as a technique of domination to reproduce
power relations among shaping ethno-religious borders would be an important con-
tribution to the literature on the Turkish type of national-identity and citizenship regime
formation, as well as the limits of the secularism.2 In this context, it is also safe to argue
that current challenges to the Turkish notion of republicanism and citizenship are not
limited by the politicization of the Kurdish identity due to the fact that the Alevis at least
for two decades systematically challenge limits of secularism and citizenship in Turkey.

Within these considerations, in this article, firstly, the limits of the Turkish notion of
citizenship and secularism will be discussed with a focus on the execution of the religious
freedoms and rights in the case of the Alevis of Turkey. Then, the historical sources of the Alevi
question will be discussed to understand the uneasy presence of the Alevis in Turkey. Thirdly,
the difficult dialogue between the Alevi organizations and the current governing party will be
portrayed in order to investigate the limits of the Turkish secularism and the religious-
governance model of the ruling party in Turkey, which actually represents another form of
the historical continuity in the state policies targeting to frame the content and borders of the
Alevi identity in a hegemonic way. Then, finally, with a particular focus on the ongoing debate
on the status of the cemevis in Turkey, the limits of the citizenship and secularism regimes in
Turkey will be discussed in the context of the instrumentalization of the Sunni Muslim
religious identity to define the nationhood in general, by an exclusion of the Alevi identity.

Citizenship, secularism and religious rights in Turkey

The role of the religion in the modern social life did not diminish in time as many
sociologists argued so, which is called as the ‘return of the sacred’3 or the ‘revenge of
God’.4 State-led modernization and secularization projects always attempted to frame its
socio-political content, however, religious belongings and identities have always flourished
as a reaction to the complex results of the contemporary political and economic life, as well
as the homogenizing effects of the nation-building processes and totalizing potential of the

1Even in the brightest examples of the critics on the Turkish notion of citizenship, this problematic is reproduced and
exclusionary logic of the Turkish regime of citizenship is mainly narrated with reference to the fate of the Kurds in
Turkey. For an example, see Barış Ünlü, ‘Türklük Sözleşmesi’nin İmzalanışı (1915–1925)’, Mülkiye Dergisi 38, no.3
(2014): 47–82.

2For a brilliant example analyzing such feature of the formation of the national identity and citizenship regime in
Turkey, which also targeted to frame the Alevi identity and excluded it from the limits of citizenship, see Ceren Lord,
Religious Politics in Turkey: From the Birth of the Republic to the AKP (Cambridge University Press, 2018).

3Daniel Bell, ‘The return of the sacred? The argument on the future of religion.’ The British Journal of Sociology 28, no. 4
(1977): 419–449.

4Gilles Kepel, The Revenge of God: The Resurgence of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism in the Modern World (Penn State
Press, 1994).
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formation of the citizenship. In such a context, different citizenship regimes as the locus of
the formation of the political community were shaped by the consideration on the relation
between the state and religion. Just like the religion itself, citizenship is a dynamic social
process open to mutual contestation as well as contention since individuals and social
groups engage in claiming their rights and freedoms and struggle to expand them with
reference to the citizenship rights. The question of the how plurality and respect for
different religious identities coexist, in such context, constitutes one of the most important
problems for many citizenship regimes due to the fact that citizenshipmaywork against the
notion of the individuality and difference.5

Hence, the decision-making processes on the content of the religious rights and freedoms
in any citizenship regime should be open to democratic participation of all inhabitants for the
realization of the rights and liberties, rather than an imagined construction of the unity and the
common good, as widely discussed by scholars such as Habermas, Kristeva and Rawls.6 This is
also crucial for the legitimacy of any nation-state which is shaped by the sense of the
population for the identification as a member of the political community.7 If such sense of
identification cannot be achieved through the persistent formation of the consent among the
citizens, the coercive apparatus of the statewould only complicate the question of how to deal
with the diversity. Formany constitutional regimes, although the issue of religious freedoms is
guaranteed, in the practice, severe restrictions and favoritism by the states still constitute one
of the most fundamental problems in the realization of religious rights and freedoms.8

Moreover, as one of the most ignored aspects of religious freedoms, the issue of social
regulation meaning the pressures of majority religious groups on the others by using the
competitive advantage, make the picture much more complicated. Thus, within the litera-
ture on citizenship, there emerged debates based on the insufficiency of the state-led
framing of citizenship and failure of the universal notion of citizenship in practices. In
such context, Young suggests ‘differentiated citizenship’ as the best way for the inclusion
of all citizens for equal citizenship, via the granting of group-based legal or constitutional
rights to disadvantaged ethnic and religious groups.9 However, there are also case studies
discussing that such differentiated treatment may also work for the social exclusion of the
groups less favored by the states via the entitlement of privileges.10

In the history of political thought, there have always been different positions defining
the notion of citizenship and its content.11 Whatever these positions conceptualize the

5Seyla Benhabib, ed. Democracy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political (Princeton University Press,
1996).

6Jürgen Habermas, ‘Constitutional Democracy: A Paradoxical Union of Contradictory Principles?’, in Theoretical and
Empirical Studies of Rights (Routledge, 2017), 29–44; Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves (Columbia University Press,
1991); John Rawls, A theory of Justice (Harvard University Press, 2009).

7Charles Taylor, ‘No Community, No Democracy, Part I.’ Responsive Community 13, no. 4 (2003): 17–27.
8Brian J. Grim and Roger Finke, ‘International Religion Indexes: Government Regulation, Government Favoritism, and
Social Regulation of Religion.’ Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion 2 (2006): 1–38.

9Iris Marion Young, ‘Polity and Group Difference: A critique of the Ideal of Universal Citizenship’, Ethics 99, no. 2 (1989):
250–274. For a similar view supporting the idea of Young, see Roger Smith, ‘Machiavellian Democracy, Differentiated
Citizenship, and Civic Unity.’ The Good Society, 20 (2011): 240–48.

10For such a study, see Aihva Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2006).

11For different positions for the definition of the citizenship in the history of political thought, see Gürcan Koçan and
Ahmet Öncü, ‘Citizen Alevi in Turkey: Beyond Confirmation and Denial’, Journal of Historical Sociology 17, no. 4 (2004):
p. 480. Among those definitions ranging from Aristotle, Kant and to Rawls and Habermas, when the claims of the
Alevi community are analyzed in the last decade, it might be argued that they are more inclined to Rawlsian
conception of the citizenship as a system of rights assuring the condition of neutrality.

BRITISH JOURNAL OF MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES 3



notion of the citizenship, execution of the rights in an equal manner12 constitutes the
most important criteria for any kind of citizenship regime. For such purpose,
a citizenship regime limiting the individual rights for the sake of the collective or
common good and for the sake of the unity would be exclusionary and subject to the
claims on its legitimacy among the citizens. Moreover, impartiality and neutrality of the
political power in its practices via a vis the citizens would also shape such source of the
legitimacy. Just like the citizenship regimes, there are also different paths in the execu-
tion of the secularism. While some countries pose strict political control in the regulation
of religious affairs,13 some others pose a more liberal regime, which is classified by
Kuru14 as ‘assertive secularisms’ vis a vis ‘passive secularisms’. Active state support to the
execution of the religious practices and realization of the religious freedoms and
diversity may be an option in a secular regime, however, this should be again managed
within the principles of neutrality and impartiality among different religious belongings.
Therefore, in the realization of religious rights and freedoms, the notion of the secular-
ism has close repercussions on different citizenship structures.

The Turkish case presents such uneasy dialogue of the citizenship and secularism
relation, as well as the inner contradictions within each structure. Historically speaking,
the notion of the citizenship in Turkey is framed by the ideals of the political loyalty and
total obedience or allegiance to the state, rather than a result of the active deliberation of
the citizens and social groups in the meaning and content of the citizenship.15 Moreover,
rather than the universalist ideas of rights and freedoms, Turkish citizenship regime is
proposed a duty-based and passive identity, as strictly posed by the 1982 constitution.16

Obviously, this does not mean that there have never been sources of contention to such
framework of citizenship in Turkey. In terms of the limited opportunities for the social
mobilization; workers, peasants, and youth in Turkey reacted against the citizenship
regime in different political conjunctures, particularly during the 1960–1980 period.
Moreover political Islamic, Kurdish and Alevi identities have challenged such formulation
of the citizenship, while also challenging the core principles of the republicanism in
Turkey, particularly during the 1990s.17 Therefore, the limits of citizenship have always
been a matter of contention among different social groups and have been in transforma-
tion dynamically. Military interventions and successive constitutional and legal changes in

12Dominique Leydet, ‘Citizenship’, in E.N. Zalta (ed), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Stanford University,
2009), at http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/citizenship/.

13For a comprehensive study attempting to override the difficulties how to measure the control on religion and
providing results based on the date from 2003 International Religious Freedom Report for 196 countries, see Grim
and Finke, 2006. This study shows that Turkey poses a strict control on religion, particularly in terms of government
favoritism and social regulation indexes, which are usually ignored in many studies since they merely focus on the
issue of government control.

14Ahmet T. Kuru, ‘Passive and assertive secularism: Historical conditions, ideological struggles, and state policies toward
religion’, World Politics 59, 4 (2007): 568–94.

15On the relation between Turkish notion of citizenship with its relation to the idea of nationhood, see Stanford J. Shaw
and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey: Volume 2, Reform, Revolution, and Republic:
The Rise of Modern Turkey 1808–1975. Vol. 11 (Cambridge University Press, 1976). See also Trimberger (1978) on the
‘from above’ character of the reforms framing the citizenship regime with the aim of creating a collective identity.
Ellen Kay Trimberger, Revolution from above: Military Bureaucrats and Development in Japan, Turkey, Egypt, and Peru.
(Transaction Publishers, 1978).

16See Ayse Kadioglu, ‘Can We Envision Turkish Citizenship as Non-membership’, in Citizenship in a Global World, ed.
E. F. Keyman and A. İçduygu (London: Routledge, 2005), 105–23.

17For a case study on the Kurdish challenge to the republicanism and citizenship in Turkey, see Cemil Boyraz and Ömer
Turan, ‘From System Integration to Social Integration: Kurdish Challenge to Turkish Republicanism’, Philosophy &
Social Criticism 42, no. 4–5 (2016): 406–418.
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Turkey always attempted to pacify such a dynamic evolution of the citizenship and claims
for the rights and liberties in the society.

In relation to the structure of citizenship, similar contention has also been visible
against the exclusionary logic of the secularism in Turkey. Again historically, Turkish form
of authoritarian secularism, called as laicism, did not bring separation of the state and
religion and issued a strict political control over the social role and meaning of Islam.
During the single-party era of 1923 and 1946, such political control over the social role
of the religion was crucial for the ruling elite for the reproduction of their political-
economic power and contain mass reactions to hard economic conditions and assertive
secularist policies.18 Through the mechanisms of the foundation of the Directorate of
Religious Affairs (the DRA) in 1924 which would institutionalize and monopolize the
state control on the religious affairs and diversity,19 and various reforms initiated during
the 1920s and the 1930s, state elites both aimed to create a modern social structure and
containment of the reactions in the rural structures. However, as Peker argued, with the
transition to multi-party era, politicization of the religion has been much more instru-
mental to override the political legitimacy problem of the regime and enhance a sound
capitalist economic development.20 During the evolution of the Turkish secularism,
promotion of the religious, particularly the Sunni Islamic identity,21 and nationalist
values which also shaped the structure of the citizenship regime would particularly
alienate the Kurds and Alevis from the state. This process could be considered as the
emergence of the ‘appropriate citizen’, as Üstel termed,22 whose borders are shaped by
the political-economic considerations of the political and economic power elites.
Therefore, it should be noted such authoritarian and anti-egalitarian content of the
citizenship and secularism in Turkey was also inevitable for the construction of a viable
capital accumulation regime as well as the reproduction of the political-economic
interests of the power-holders, namely bourgeoisie, bureaucracy, and political elites.
Therefore, the structure of the Turkish type of citizenship regime and content of the
secularism cannot be considered as divergent from the class interests and considera-
tions of the reproduction of the political-economic power, rather than a mere manifes-
tation of different worldviews and cultural camps. The rise of the Turkish-Islamic
synthesis23 led by the military elites after the 1980s, the rise of the political Islamic
movement by the 1990s24 and electoral victories of the current ruling party25 could be
contextualized within this framework, namely the political-economy of the secularism.

18See Eren Duzgun, ‘The international relations of “bourgeois revolutions”: Disputing the Turkish Revolution’, European
Journal of International Relations, 24, 2 (2018), 414–439; and Cem Emrence, ‘Politics of Discontent in the Midst of the
Great Depression: the Free Republican Party of Turkey (1930)’, New Perspectives on Turkey 23 (2000): 31–52.

19For the historical development of the DRA and its importance of the Islamization of the public and private spaces, see
Lord, Lord,’ Religious Politics in Turkey’. 99.

20Efe Peker, A Comparative-Historical Sociology of Secularisation: Republican State Building in France (1875–1905) and
Turkey (1908–1938) (Doctoral dissertation, Arts & Social Sciences: Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 2016).

21For the promotion of the Sunni identity both to control over society and to control over religion in different decades,
see Toprak, Binnaz. Islam and political development in Turkey. Vol. 32. Brill, 1981; and also Berna Turam, Between
Islam and the state: the politics of engagement. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007).

22Füsun Üstel, Makbul Vatandaşın. Peşinde: II. Meşrutiyetten Bugüne Vatandaşlık Eğitimi (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2005).
23See Ümit Kurt, ‘The Doctrine of “Turkish-Islamic Synthesis” as Official Ideology of the September 12 and the
“Intellectuals” Hearth–Aydınlar Ocağı’ as the Ideological Apparatus of the State’, European Journal of Economic and
Political Studies, 3, no.2 (2010): 111–25.

24See Ziya Önis, ‘The Political Economy of Islamic Resurgence in Turkey: The Rise of the Welfare Party in Perspective’,
Third World Quarterly 18, no. 4 (1997): 743–66.

25See Evren Hoşgör, ‘Islamic Capital/Anatolian Tigers: Past and Present’, Middle Eastern Studies 47, no. 2 (2011): 343–60.
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In this context, for the relation of the Alevis to the structures of secularism and
citizenship in Turkey, one might easily observe an uneasiness, which would lead to the
politicization of the Alevi question and rise of the Alevi identity movement. Moreover,
related with the discussion above on the differentiated citizenship, a closer analysis of
the Alevi question also shows that the Alevi community in Turkey generally demand for
equality rather than particular treatment or differentiated interest, which could be
achieved via the recognition of the principles of equal respect and dignity by the
political authorities via a vis religious group. In the following, a brief history of the
politicization of the Alevi issue will be provided within the framework of such uneasy
results of the secularism and citizenship regimes in Turkey.

A brief history of the politicization of the Alevi identity

It is quite impossible to see an official estimation of the Alevi population in Turkey,
however, different sources forecast that they constitute 15 to 25 percent of the popula-
tion in Turkey,26 ranging from 12 to 20 million citizens. Since they are not considering
themselves within the frame of a religious ‘minority’,27 it is better to note that Alevis is
the largest religious group in Turkey following the Sunni-Hanafi population. It is a major
debate both among the scholars and the Alevi population whether they should be
considered in Islam or not,28 which also constitutes a space of contention with the state-
led attempts to define Alevism more with Islamic elements or sometimes considering it
as heretic, the fact is that Alevis practice religion in a different way, particularly through
the special spaces of worship, called cemevi, religious leaders called as dedes and
religious practices sourced by the doctrine of the Oniki İmamlar (Twelve Imams), fasting
in different times called the month of Muharram rather than Ramadan, with a particular
belonging to the love of prophet Ali.29 Moreover, scholars mostly agree on that Alevi
belief presents a profoundly mystical religious worldview and is heavily influenced by
‘the language and mystical motifs of Persian Sufism’.30

The presence of the Alevis has not been an easy relation during the early years of the
Republic when the strict execution of assertive secularist policies had been dominant in the
various aspects of socio-political life. However, for many Alevis, strict regulation and control
of the state apparatus on the social role and practice of the religion did not feed the
reactions to the early regime due to the perceptions among the Alevi population on the

26Aykan Erdemir, ‘Tradition and modernity: Alevis’ Ambiguous Terms and Turkey’s Ambivalent Subjects’. Middle Eastern
Studies 41, no.6 (2005): 937–51.

27David Shankland, The Alevis in Turkey: The Emergence of a Secular Islamic Tradition (London: Routledge, 2003).
28For a remarkable article discussing on the political importance of the attempts to define what Alevism is, see Pınar
Ecevitoğlu, ‘Aleviliği Tanımlamanın Dayanılmaz Siyasal Cazibesi’, Ankara Üniversitesi SBF Dergisi 66, no. 3 (2011):
137–56.

29On the details of the differentiation points of the Alevi practices form the Sunni majority, see Irene Melikoff, ‘Bektashi/
Kızılbaş: historical bipartition and its consequences’ in Alevi Identity: Cultural, religious and social perspectives, ed.
T. Ollson and E. Ozdalga (London: Routledge,1998), 1–7. See also Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, Vefailik, Bektaşilik, Kızılbaşlık:
Alevi Kaynaklarını, Tarihini ve Tarihyazımını Yeniden Düşünmek (İstanbul: İstanbul Bilgi Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2015). It
should be also noted that there is also division among the Alevi community, such as Turkish-speaking Alevis and
Kurdish-speaking Alevis. For a particular analysis on the Kurdish speaking ones, see Erdal Gezik, Alevi Kürtler: Dinsel,
Etnik ve Politik Sorunlar Bağlamında (İstanbul:İletişim Yayınları, 2013).

30See Caroline Tee, ‘The Sufi Mystical Idiom in Alevi Aşık Poetry: Flexibility, Adaptation and Meaning’, European Journal
of Turkish Studies, Online (2013). See also A. Y. Ocak, Alevi ve Bektaşi İnançlarının İslam Öncesi Temelleri Istanbul:
İletişim Yayınları, 2000).
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danger of the Sunnification, resulting from their historical subordination in the Ottoman
social formation.31 When the politicization of the religion was accelerated by the 1950s,
these perceptions and considerations among the Alevis increased, particularly after the
policies of the rightist governments championing the Sunni identity. With their support to
the leftist circles during the 1960s and 1970s, with their claims for a fair political-economic
order and cultural pluralism, the Alevis have been the victims of the extreme rightist groups
and state violence, as seen in the tragic cases of Maraş and Çorum massacres in 1978 and
1980, which would increase the considerations among the Alevi society for the outcomes of
politicization.32 On the other hand, incorporative policies of the state with the 1980s via the
promotion of the DRA, proliferation of the political patronage and clientalist relations with
the religious orders and policies for the conservatizing of the society via the rise of the
religious schools called imam-hatips, introduction of the compulsory religious courses in
curriculums to eliminate any possible claims for equal rights and freedoms, would bring
more tension among the Alevi society. Moreover, exclusionary and discriminatory policies
and discourses of the political-Islamic Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, WP)-led government and
active use of the religious networks by the WP-owned local municipalities of İstanbul and
Ankara in the mid-1990s,33 and of course another tragic event called as Sivas Massacre in
1993 targeting the Alevi culture and presence,34 there would emerge an inevitable ground
for the politicization of the Alevi identity, called by the scholars as ‘Alevi revivalism’.35

In such revivalism, obviously, factors such as the increasing migration of the Alevi
society to the big cities of Turkey and politicizing impact of the urbanization process, the
emergence of the Alevi diaspora in European capitals, their right struggles and transfer of
their action repertoire to the organizations in Turkey would also play a crucial role. In
terms of the impact of the urbanization and migration, for the Alevi society, it has been
much more important to construct spaces of religious worship to survive the cultural and
religious identity, when the difficulties to conduct cem practice in private household
increased with the rise of the population in the urban centers.36 Alevis not only practiced
different versions of the discrimination and social exclusion in the urban space more than
ever been but also the question of the land allocation for the newly emerging cem houses
(cemevi) and subsistence of the basic utilities for the cemevis would be significant
problems and sources of contention.37 In the same street, while the salary of the imams

31Murat Küçük, ‘Mezhepten Millete: Aleviler ve Türk Milliyetçiliği’, in Modern Türkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce: Milliyetçilik ed.
T. Bora and M. Gültekingil (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2002), 901–10.

32See Suavi Aydın and Yüksel Taşkın, 1960ʹtan Günümüze: Türkiye Tarihi (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2016). See also Lord,
‘Religious Politics in Turkey’, 146.

33See Sencer Ayata, ‘Patronage, Party, and State: The Politicization of Islam in Turkey’. The Middle East Journal 50, no. 1
(1996): 40–56.

34For more details of the events violating the rights of the Alevis in the 1990s such as Sivas Massacre, state violence
against the Alevis in Gazi and Ümraniye districts of İstanbul, see Joost Jongerden, ‘Violation of Human Rights and the
Alevis in Turkey’, in Turkey’s Alevi enigma: A Comprehensive Overview, ed. P. J. White and J. Jongerden (Leiden: Brill,
2003): 71–93.

35See Tahire Erman and Emrah Göker, ‘Alevi Politics in Contemporary Turkey’, Middle Eastern Studies 36, no. 4 (2000):
99–118. See also Reha Çamuroğlu, ‘Alevi Revivalism in Turkey’, in Alevi Identity: Cultural, Religious and Social
Perspectives, ed. T. Ollson and E. Ozdalga (London: Routledge, 1998), 79–84.

36See Markus Dressler, ‘Religio-secular metamorphoses: The re-making of Turkish Alevism’, Journal of the American
Academy of Religion, 76, no. 2 (2008): 280–311; Martin Sökefeld, Struggling for Recognition: The Alevi Movement in
Germany and in Transnational Space (New York: Berghahn Books, 2008); and Murat Es, ‘Alevis in cemevis: Religion and
secularism in Turkey’ in Topographies of faith: Religion in Urban Spaces, ed. Marian Burchardt, Jose Casanova and Irene
Becci (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 25–45.

37See Nazlı Özkan, ‘Infrastructures of Urban Religious Management: Who Should Pay for the Utilities of Cemevis in
Turkey?’ Middle East-Topics & Arguments, 10 (2018): 86–94.
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and utility expenses of the mosques were paid by the state, the same was not available
(even imaginable) for the Alevi community for their religious leaders (dedes) and spaces of
religious worship (cemevis). Therefore, urbanization and migration would make asym-
metric power relations and inequalities in the provision of religious services much more
visible than ever been and would lead the Alevi society to question the legitimacy of the
secularist regime and the limits of the citizenship in Turkey.

As another point, in terms of the impact of the Alevi political movement in Europe, as
a result of the recognition of the Alevis by many European countries and expansion of the
financial aids for the survival of the religious and cultural identity, such sense of unfairness
would be more dominant among the Alevi population in Turkey. Moreover, political
achievements of the Alevi diaspora organizations in Europe would be also inspirational to
eliminate the considerations on the politicization and collective representation of the
interests via the newly founded Alevi foundations, such as Cem Foundation, the Pir Sultan
Abdal Cultural Association (the PSAKD) and Hacı Bektaşi Veli Anatolian Culture Foundation
(the HBVV) during the 1990s. On the other hand, in the midst of the political and economic
crises of the 1990s, known as the ‘lost decade’ of Turkey,38 no any significant political
solution was available, only remaining as populist promises given by the governments to
the Alevi population. During the 28 February Process (1997), when a memorandum was
given by the National Security Board to the Welfare Party-led coalition government to
contain the rise of the political Islam and frame it within the limits of the political-economic
system, although the army elites considered to instrumentalize Alevism to balance such rise
of the political Islam and gave support to many Alevi organizations,39 as well as showing
them as ‘genuine Turkish Muslisms’, the processes of the exclusion of the Alevi identity from
both the citizenship and secularist regimes persisted and the state approach considering
the Alevis as ‘threat to security’ continued.

The Alevi question under AKP rule: how to mismanage diversity

For many scholars of Turkish politics, it was one of the most important issues of debate
whether the electoral victory of the current ruling party in 2002 elections would bring new
dynamics on the citizenship and secularism regimes of Turkey. As the new presentative of
the political Islamic tradition starting from the early 1970s with a more anti-European, anti-
Westernist and critical to secular regime, the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP) in its early
years promised for a rapprochement in the realization of the religious freedoms and cultural
diversity, while underlying the importance of the role of the civil society in the definition of
the political community. In this line, initiating the EU Accession process as one of the most
important political-economic objectives, the ruling party issued reforms in many aspects of
economic, political, as well as socio-cultural life. This was strategically important for the
reproduction concerns of the AKP to gain international and domestic legitimacy among the
various political and economic actors.40

38See Kerem Öktem, Angry Nation: Turkey since 1989 (London: Zed Books, 2012).
39See Lord,’ Religious Politics in Turkey’ p. 148–9.
40For an article discussing such pragmatic feature of the democratization program of the ruling party in Turkey, see
Isabel David, ‘Strategic democratisation? A guide to understanding AKP in power’, Journal of Contemporary European
Studies 24, no. 4 (2016): 478–493.
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On the other hand, the Alevi question has always been a puzzle to be solved since its
early years of ruling. In its first government period of 2002–2007, although there
emerged a massive reform process in line with the EU Accession process, one might
observe a silence in the democratic solution of the Alevi question, with an ignorance of
the critics in the accession reports of the EU on this issue. As a result of the pressures
from the EU as noted its progress reports for the candidacy and social mobilization and
protests of the Alevi organizations, the ruling government finally added the issue to its
agenda, presented as part of the Project for National Unity and Brotherhood (known as
Democratic Opening process), and addressed seven workshop meetings organized on
a monthly basis between June 2009 and January 2010, with more than 300 participants.
The main aim of this article is not a deeper analysis of the workshops on the Alevi
question,41 however, it should be noted that the process of the setting the agenda of
the workshops and its participants could be considered as a clear proof of the limits of
the reform process, as well as of the secularism and citizenship regimes in Turkey. Rather
than a discussion based on the concrete solution of the problems in the free execution
of the religious practices of the Alevis and recognition of the Alevi identity on an equal
basis, to say briefly, workshops turned to how to define and frame the Alevi identity and
belief, just like a kind of ‘theological test’. As a matter of fact, pessimism of the Alevi
organizations during the workshops deepened and many Alevi participants questioned
stated that they were unable to discover the objective of this meeting, since there was
no concrete road map for the solution, invited participants were mostly Sunni sections
of the society (theologians, academics, and writers),42 many Alevi organizations were
omitted from the process and the position of the moderator was away from impartiality
or neutrality reflecting the general historical state attitude to the Alevis. Final Report of
the workshops written by the moderator Subaşı was a call for the Alevis to be an
‘appropriate citizen and Muslim’, which was shaped by the ideals of the ‘unity’ and
Islamic brotherhood rather than equal recognition of the ‘diversity’. Moreover, the
moderator of the workshops complained about the demands listed by the Alevi orga-
nizations and noted them as a ‘catalogue of demands’ (5th Workshop), which are
mentioned as too ‘utopic’ and ‘idealist’ in Final Report of the workshops written in
2010.43 Respective minister of that period, Faruk Çelik also noted in the final workshop
that during the workshops there emerged an overall consensus on the status of the
cemevis, however, no significant attempt for the solution was seen after workshops.
Indeed, the issue turned to a strange debate about whether cem is a religious practice or

41For a detailed analysis of the workshop process and its critics, see Murat Borovali and Cemil Boyraz, ‘The Alevi
Workshops: An Opening Without an Outcome?’ Turkish Studies 16, no. 2 (2015): 145–60. See also Ceren Lord,
‘Rethinking the Justice and Development Party’s “Alevi Openings”’ Turkish Studies 18, no. 2 (2017): 278–96. For
another systematic analysis of the workshop process published as a report in Turkish, see Pınar Ecevitoğlu and Ayhan
Yalçınkaya, Aleviler ‘Artık Burada’ Oturmuyor. (Ankara: Dipnot Yayınları, 2013).

42It was totally disappointing for the Alevi organizations to see the name of Ökkeş Kenger (later Şendiller) in the list of
the participants (6th workshop in November 2009), who had been accused after the tragic Maraş Massacre of 1978 as
one of the organizers of the systematic violence against the Alevis.

43For the records during the workshops, see the webpage of the moderator, Necdet Subaşı, Alevi Çalıştayları. Ankara,
(June 2009-January 2010), http://www.necdetsubasi.com/alevi-calistaylar (accessed 4 June 2019). Such biased
approach of the moderator during the workshops also give an idea about the setting idea of the workshops, as
well as proving the general impartiality problem throughout the process. In the Final Report, the moderator also
implies the so-called danger of hijacking of the Alevi cause by politicized and ideologically engaged groups, which
could be also considered as a problematic statement in line with the official discourse which expresses an uneasiness
on the politicization of the identity.
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not. Thus, there emerged a total disillusionment and dissatisfaction out of the work-
shops and considerations among the Alevi organizations deepened afterward. In the
Democratization Package in 2013, any reference was given to such problem and in
various action plans promised by the following AKP governments, for example in and
the plan in 2014 under the Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, details of such ‘status’
could never be clear.

As part of the strategy of religious governance of the ruling party, the tutelage via the
DRA, which had been criticized by the political Islamic parties for a long time when the
DRA was controlled by secularist veto powers, has been instrumental to control over
religious diversity. Therefore, both during and after the workshops, the role of the DRA
and the recognition of the cemevis have been the tensest issue. The DRA was addressed
as the main mechanism to define and frame the Alevi identity and the basis of religious
rights and freedoms.44 For the continuation of the state-sponsored hegemony of Sunni
Islam, the DRA always rejected cemevis as the places of religious worship and addressed
mosques as the only center of the religious practice.45 Representation of the Alevis in
the DRA had always been source of contention and the proposals in that way were
always refused. When the strategical and discursive performance of the ruling party on
the Alevi question is analyzed in the last decade, other tactics have been the definition
of the cemevis as ‘cultural centers’ and reduction of the issue to the free provision of the
‘utilities’ (electricity, water and gas) of cemevis. Therefore, the debate on the future of
the cemevis in Turkey both reflect the limits of secularism and citizenship regime, in
which there is no ‘diversity, equality, mutual respect and dignity’.

The question of the cemevis: a litmus paper for the idea of equal
citizenship in Turkey

Before an analysis of the debate on the status of the cemevis in Turkey, it should be
noted that demands of the Alevi political community are not limited with the cemevis.
The reform of the DRA via the fair representation as well as allocation of the resources
enjoyed by the institution, the status of the religious leaders of the Alevis, namely dedes
who are not financed by the state funds unlike the imams in mosques, the question of
the religious education (compulsory religious courses violating the principles of plural-
ism and objectivity, and one-sided religious textbooks open to various forms of dis-
criminatory and derogatory statements about other religious beliefs) in which there is no
sufficient and fair representation of the Alevi identity as well as other religious beliefs are
other main sources of the Alevi contention to the secularism and citizenship regime in
Turkey.46 However, for the survival of the Alevi religious identity and culture, as well as
the promotion of the senses of equal citizenship, the recognition of the cemevis is the
most important demand since it is the main center of the religious practice and channel
of socialization for the survival of the identity, and challenging issue since the Alevi

44See Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, ‘Alevis under Law: The Politics of Religious Freedom in Turkey’ Journal of Law and
Religion 29, no. 3 (2014): 416–35.

45Şirin T. Sirin, E. Duymaz and D. Yıldız, Türkiye’de Din ve Vicdan Özgürlüğü: Sorunlar, Tespitler ve Çözüm Önerileri (Ankara:
Türkiye Barolar Birliği Yayınları, 2016).

466th workshop meeting during the Alevi Opening process is instructive to understand various main demands of the
Alevi society in Turkey, see www.necdetsubasi.com/alevi-calistaylar?download=4:17-aralik-2009-ankara (accessed
4 January 2019).
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demand for Cem Houses is generally considered (particularly by the government, Sunni
theologians and the DRA) as embodying the threat of ‘causing discord’ in Islam, or
‘endangering Islamic unity’.

Statistically speaking, the report of the DRA (2018) states that there are almost 88.000
mosques in Turkey among the 81 million population (TÜİK, 2017), while there are nearly
1000 cemevis. As a matter of the fact, annual rise of the number of the mosques in Turkey
exceeds the total number of the cemevis. Moreover, a significant amount of those cemevis
are located in eastern Anatolia (Çorum, Tokat, Sivas) and function in precarious conditions.
According to the statistics of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, there are 31 cities in Turkey
(out of 81) in which there is no established cemevi. This disproportionality increases in
more populated areas such as İstanbul, even more in districts of İstanbul such as Şişli and
Beyoğlu, where there is only one cemevi for more than 500,000 population.

There is no a legal obstacle for the foundation of the cemevis, however, both the
construction and utility costs of many cemevis are merely supported by the Alevi com-
munity, rather than public funds. Although many local administrative units provide partial
financial support to such costs, even the ones leaded by the ruling party government,
there is a remarkable problem in the provision of utilities of cemevis, as well as problems
of zoning status. As a result of the absence of the legal recognition of the cemevis as the
places of religious worship, laws regulating the issues of zones, local municipalities and
basic utilities such as electricity may be arbitrarily used to form an obstacle in the free
construction and functioning of the cemevis.47 As a matter of fact, such problems are also
apparent in the condition of the non-Muslim religious minorities in Turkey, as initiated in
many reports and academic studies on the execution of religious freedoms.48

Moreover, many cemevis, due to the ignorance in zoning plans49 and problematic
character of the urban generation projects, conduct in precarious conditions and
squeezed in small neighborhoods, away from meeting expectations of the Alevi commu-
nities. There are many lawsuits about cemevis in which the Alevi organizations are tried by
the courts since they ‘occupied’ lands of state treasury during the construction of the
cemevis, such as the cases in Didim and Sultangazi.50 Thus, in the provision of equal
opportunities for the realization of religious freedoms and practices, there emerged
a serious discrimination unless the problems in respective laws were not modified.

The budget controlled by the DRA and its allocation represents another source of
inequality and absence of mutual respect and dignity in the execution of state policies.
Particularly under the rule of the AKP, budget and capacity of the DRA significantly

47See Mine Yıldırım,’ A Trapped Right: The Right to Have Places of Worship in Turkey’ in Freedom of Religion and Belief in
Turkey, ed. Ö. H. Çınar and M. Yıldırım (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 164–85.

48See NHC: İÖG, Monitoring Report on the Right to Freedom of Religion or Belief in Turkey (İstanbul); and also Mine
Yıldırım, ‘The Collective Dimension of Freedom of Religion: A Case Study on Turkey’ (London: Routledge, 2017). For
a particular case study focusing the violation of the religious freedoms and rights of Protestant churches, see the
report written by the Unity of Protestant Churches, 2017 Human Rights Violations Report, http://www.protestankili
seler.org/eng/?p=835 (accessed 4 January 2019). The report shows that in many cities of Turkey, Protestant
community face both the problem of establishing a place of worship or continuing to use an established place of
worship.

49For an article analyzing such ignorance of the cemevis, see Erhan Kurtarır and Ayse Nur Okten, ‘Planlama Kurumunun
Görmedikleri: Kimlik Ve İbadet Mekânı Olarak Cemevleri’, METU Journal of the Faculty of Architecture 35, no.1 (2018).

50Similar cases had been seen in the 1990s, as one of the most well-known contention has been about the
Karacaahmet Cemevi, and mayor of İstanbul, Erdoğan had tried to halt the execution of the Project. See Bianet,
‘The State is Responsible for Unlicensed Alevi Houses of Worship’, https://m.bianet.org/bianet/religion/140161-the-
state-is-responsible-for-unlicensed-alevi-houses-of-worship (Accessed 4 January 2019).
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boosted. By 2018, the DRA controlled budget exceeds 8 billion TL (almost 1,5 billion
dollars51) and a significant amount of this budget is allocated for the salary payments of
their respective religious cadres (more than 140,000 staff) and various utility expenses of
the mosques. As a matter of fact, public resources used by the Sunni-Hanafi religious
majority are not limited with the budget of the DRA. For example, financial support to the
religious schools (imam-hatips) which increased five times in last 5 years from 2013 to
2018. Moreover, restoration costs of the religious buildings and expenses for the religious
courses (namely, Quranic courses) should also be taken into consideration. Financial
support to the faculties of theology under the control of the YÖK (Higher Council of
Education) and religious services provided by the Ministries of Health and Justice are
added to the deepening of the discrimination, partiality and disproportionality. In this
gigantic volume of the budget and number of public staffs, there is any allocation of
resource by the DRA for the utilities of the cemevis and its religious personnel such as
dedes, as well any service provided by other public mechanisms and funds.

Within this picture, the main reaction of the Alevi organizations has never been for
such financial support of the state to the religious practices but to its unproportioned
and unequal provision. As a result, and also due to the domestic authorities’ refusal to
provide the applicants’ demands,52 Alevi organizations increasingly pursued a strategy
to apply to the European Court of Human Rights (the ECHR).53 In the last case, Cem Vakfı
v. Turkey in 2015, requested that the Alevi community be provided with religious
services in the form of a public service; that Alevi religious leaders be recognized as
such and recruited as civil servants; that the cemevis (the places where Alevis practice
their religious ceremony, the cem) be granted the status of places of worship; and that
State subsidies be made available to their community.54 To summarize the decision of
the Court, it was noted that Turkey violates article 9 (right to freedom of thought,
conscience and religion) and 14 (prohibition of discrimination) of the Convention, in
other words, the principle of ‘pluralism’, the duty of ‘impartiality’ or neutrality of the
state, forcing the Alevi community to accept a ‘unified religious leadership’ and author-
ize the DRA as the mere mechanism, and poses an ‘arbitrary’ intervention and
recognition.55 The Court not only posed a universalist position in that the legitimacy
of the religious beliefs cannot be examined by a single political authority, but also
focused on the problematic results of such position of political and legal authorities of
Turkey, namely non-recognition as equal citizens would feed the senses of ‘inequality’

51Projected budget for the DRA exceeds 10 billion TL in 2019 (almost 1.8 billion dollars), with a sharp increase following
the ones in the expenses of the Presidential Office and security.

52Using the right of petition as an important notion of citizenship, one of the leading Alevi organizations, CEM
foundation, applied to the Prime Ministry of Turkey and other political-legal authorities with various demands in
previous years.

53In previous years, in terms of other cases of violation of the basic rights and freedoms of the Alevi community, such
as Hasan-Eylem Zengin, vs Turkey (2008), Sinan Işık (2010) and Mansur Yalçın vs Turkey (2015), there were also
applications in the problematic execution of the compulsory religious courses and content of the religious education
in general, as well as the statement of Islam in national identity cards.

54ECHR Judgment, İzzettin Doğan and others v. Turkey (26.04.2016), Application no 62649/10, https://hudoc.echr.coe.int
(Accessed, 4 January 2019). See also Frank Cranmer, ‘Alevis and religious discrimination: Doğan v. Turkey’, Law &
Religion UK, 29 April 2016, http://www.lawandreligionuk.com/2016/04/29/alevis-and-religious-discrimination-dogan
-v-turkey/ (accessed 4 January 2019).

55For an article focusing on the question of cemevis and the position of the ECHR, see Murat Borovalı and Cemil Boyraz,
‘Türkiye’de Cemevleri Sorunu: Haklar ve Özgürlükler Bağlamında Eleştirel Bir Yaklaşım’, Mülkiye Dergisi 40, no. 3
(2016): 55–86.
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among the citizens, and consider themselves as ‘second-class citizens’ who deserve
equal dignity as the members of the political community.

During the trial process in the ECHR, an interesting point proving the non-egalitarian
and discriminatory approach of the government side was that requests of the Alevis were
refused on the grounds that the Alevi faith is regarded as a religious movement within
Islam, more akin to the ‘Sufi orders’, for which there is no particular state-supported
financial aid. In addition to the problematic character of such attempt to frame what
Alevism is, government side also gave another perfect example of ‘slippery-slope’ thinking,
namely a reforming step by the state will trigger not only additional (presumably much
less reasonable) demands by the relevant pressure group but also similar demands by
other groups.56 Such exclusion and framing of the Alevi identity and ignorance of their
demands may also be considered as a technique of governing for the ruling party, in
which disciplining the society and denying value to human conduct are the basic features.

It should be noted that Turkey still totally ignores the decision of the ECHR on the
cemevis, although the Higher Court of Appeals of Turkey recently (2018) ruled in favor of
a court decision that recognizes cemevis as houses of worship and their utility bills should
be paid by the state. Contrary to this picture, when the successive achievements of the Alevi
organizations in many European countries57 are considered, on the way of recognition,
critics of Alevi community intensified against the ruling party as ‘Europe treats us more as
citizens (than Turkey)’. Moreover, the ruling party continued to label the Alevi organizations
in Europe as ‘enemies outside to divide religious unity’, which could be a perfect example of
how to ‘securitize’ the issue and such sectarianized securitization had also appeared during
the Gezi Protests in İstanbul in or Syrian crisis. As a matter of fact, ‘securitizing’ and ‘slippery-
slope thinking’ in the religious and ethnic diversity issues are the most prominent strategies
within the secularism and citizenship regimes of Turkey in all decades of the Republic.

Concluding remarks

In the historical formation and evolution of the secularist regime and the regime of citizen-
ship in Turkey, the Alevi belief and identity were systematically excluded and contained via
systematic state policies under the notion of religious majoritarianism. Fate of the Alevis
have never changed both in the single party and multi-party eras, and their demands were
not recognized with an equal citizenship status as having the right for equal respect and
attitude. From the 1990s to the process of the Alevi Opening and following failed promises
given in various action plans of the ruling party in Turkey, it is observable that the Alevi
identity was highly politicized in the last three decades and Alevis started to claim demands
more with a focus on the equal citizenship rights including theological recognition. In these
respects, it is now impossible to manage the issue with the promises of the provision of the
utilities of the cemevis or partial financial support to the Alevi organizations since the
mushrooming Alevi organizations in the urban space successfully managed religious prac-
tices, although many of them pursued to do so in precarious conditions as a result of
absence of official support mechanisms.

56Murat Borovalı and Cemil Boyraz, ‘Turkish secularism and Islam: A difficult dialogue with the Alevis’, Philosophy &
Social Criticism 40, no. 4–5 (2014): 479–88.

57For a study, see Elisabeth Özyürek, ‘The Light of the Alevi Fire Was Lit in Germany and then Spread to Turkey:
A Transnational Debate on the Boundaries of Islam’, Turkish Studies, 10, 2: 233–35.
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It should be also added that the Alevi question has been increasingly a matter of
international contention, rather than a mere domestic problem of Turkey, in the light of
the achievements of the Alevi organizations in Europe. Meanwhile, they increased organiza-
tional capacity to sustain the cultural-religious identity, which is particularly evident in the
mushrooming number of the Alevi organizations and cemevis in major metropolitans of
Turkey and Europe. With this capacity, the Alevi political identity challenges both the limits
and sustainability of the secularism and citizenship regimes in Turkey. Legal achievements
of the Alevi organizations in both international and national spaces for the equal recogni-
tion and respect, as discussed with reference to the case of cemevis in particular, may be
considered as a proof of such challenge, although necessary legislative arrangements were
not into practice which led to the alienation of the Alevis to the state and distrust to political
elites, as well as directing them to diversify self-survival mechanisms.

Moreover, the politicized Alevi identity has the capacity to articulate with other counter-
hegemonic political identities and movements within the society, particularly the ones
excluded by the increasingly authoritarian character of the neoliberal democracy in
Turkey, as seen in the Gezi protests of 2013 and following general elections. As the last
words, the Alevi case in Turkey increasingly constitutes one of themost important sources of
the inspiration for the studies on the citizenship, secularism, diversity, integration, conflict
resolution, transnational contention and social movements.
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