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Embodiment of Recognizing Differences: Alevis in Germany 

Deniz Coşan Eke211 

Introduction 

Recognition is a form of respecting or valuing another (human) being (the 
different meanings of recognition are described in Inwood, 1992: 245-47; and 
Margalit, 2001: 128-129)212. Perhaps the most influential formulation of this 
concept is Hegel’s “struggle for recognition” argument. Hegel discusses as 
Inwood (1992) states, recognition in mainly three implications which are 
identification, detecting and honouring the status of others in order to gain 'self-
consciousness or self-knowledge'. Generally, we can argue that recognition is also 
one of the most complicated topics because it involves political results and legal 
effects. 

Taylor (1994: 32)213 reminds us about the connection between recognition and 
identity in terms of the “fundamentally dialogical character” of the human life. 
Ideally speaking, recognizing differences is the first step to ensure the inclusion of 
a plurality of voices in a society's major institutions because recognition is related 
with belonging. The reality, however, is that distinct ethnic, religious or cultural 
groups are more likely to suffer exclusion and subordination within the social 
hierarchy. Social exclusion can be defined as a social context in which certain 
ethnic groups have fewer participatory rights in a society due to lack of their 
economic, political, social and/or cultural influences. De Haan (2001)214 defines 
the political dimension of social exclusion by using the aspect of rights, freedom 
of association and citizenship statuses. Generally, as he asserts, social exclusion 
can be defined as the rupture of solidarity between the individual and society.  As 
a consequence, cultural and religious minorities and their differences in one 
country may face varying modes of social, economic, and cultural exclusion. Yet 
the political struggle for recognition raises its own issues which must be examined 
on the specific merits of each individual group (Kymlicka 1995: 19)215. In the light 
of above content,  the Alevi community will serve as the focus of the current study 
in order to specify the struggle of  recognition, which includes a multi-dimensional 
discussion in terms of migration, identity transnationalism, diaspora and collective 
action.  

Alevism is the second largest branch of Islam in Turkey after Sunni Islam and 
is mostly defined as a heterodox and syncretic belief system associated with 
Anatolian folk culture. Alevi beliefs are mainly based on oral history to teach their 
principles, which are experienced differently at the local, regional and national 
level in Turkey. This is mainly due to the absence of central authority and 
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212 Inwood, Micheal. 1992. A Hegel Dictionary. Oxford: Blackwell 
213  Taylor, Charles. 1994. “The Politics of Recognition.” In Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of 
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214  De Haan, Arjan. 2001. “Social Exclusion: Enriching the Understanding of Deprivation”. World 
Development Report 
215 Kymlicka, Will. 1995. Multicultural Citizenship: A liberal Theory of Minority Rights, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press 

http://www.tplondon.com/


 

253 

Güven Şeker, Ali Tilbe, Mustafa Ökmen, Pınar Yazgan Hepgül, Deniz Eroğlu, Ibrahim Sirkeci 
(2015). Turkish Migration Conference 2015 Selected Proceedings. London: Transnational Press 
London.  
[ Courtesy of Transnational Press London | www.tplondon.com ] 

protection against the persecution or the taqiya which is a religious dissimulation. 
The increase of migration has also influenced and transformed Alevism and the 
Alevi community at both the national and the transnational level. Alevism has no 
longer been kept as a secret since the beginning of the 1980s thanks to the 
strengthening of the Alevi organizations in different countries. 

In the current study, the Alevi community chosen as an example case has had 
their differences officially recognized as a separate belief system in Islam by some 
Federal States of Germany. This article focuses on these achievements of Alevis 
in Germany to reach many of their demands through the Alevi organizations and 
on the meanings of recognition of the Alevi identity in Germany. Mainly, the aim 
of this article advocates providing some opportunities for identities to be able to 
be renewed by recognition of the differences. In that point, it is important to find 
a response to the main question why the renewed identitary revival should be 
supported by recognition of the differences.  

Connected to this first line of inquiry, two research questions will be explored. 
The first is related to the kinds of achievements the Alevi community in Germany 
gained when it is recognized with its cultural and religious differences. The second 
question asks what it actually means to have differences for Alevis in Germany 
officially recognized. The main research tool used for the current research is 
participant observation of Alevi Associations in Munich, Hamburg and Stuttgart 
from 2011 to 2013. Also the ethnographic experience has been proceeded as the 
part of a larger research about Alevis in Germany and Turkey. During this 
research, numerous cem gatherings in cemevis have been attended, unofficial or 
formal interviews have been conducted with many Alevis in all three locations, 
and discourses in debates surrounding Alevism in media channels and newspapers 
have been observed in Turkey and in Germany. 

A Brief Overview of Alevi Migration Phases in Germany 

The largest Alevi migration in the history is a part of the common migration 
from Turkey to Germany after the Bilateral Recruitment Agreement in 1961. Like 
other Turkish immigrants, the Alevi community first came to Germany as 
`Gastarbeiter´ or guest workers who were expected to eventually return to their 
homeland after a short stay. But it has been shown that this expectation was 
incorrect because the size of Alevi immigrant population from Turkey continued 
to grow. The peak of labour migration was the year of 1968 because of the nation-
wide polarization in Turkey with the influence of events of the 1960’s and 1970 

Furthermore, the 1973 recession following the oil shock changed labour 
conditions in Germany and led to the labour recruitment stop (Anwerbestopp) in 
1973 (Friedman, 2010: 2)216. The immigrant situation in the 1970s in Germany can 
be summarized with the statements of Faruk Şen, “the year 1973 was a milestone 
with regard to the historical development and changes which have occurred in the 
social structure of Turkish migrants” due to the implementation of non-
recruitment policy and family reunification (2003: 214)217. In fact, with the impact 
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Minorities, 22(2/3), 208-227.  

http://www.tplondon.com/
http://www.stratfor.com/


 

254 

Güven Şeker, Ali Tilbe, Mustafa Ökmen, Pınar Yazgan Hepgül, Deniz Eroğlu, Ibrahim Sirkeci 
(2015). Turkish Migration Conference 2015 Selected Proceedings. London: Transnational Press 
London.  
[ Courtesy of Transnational Press London | www.tplondon.com ] 

of family unification, most of the Alevis chose to settle down in Germany. In 
addition to this, economic and political instability in Turkey have made for 
difficulty returning to the home country. Also, the military regime between 1980 
and 1983 led to an increase in the number of Turkish refugee and asylum seekers 
in Germany and forced many of Alevis to stay in Germany because of their 
political leftist ideology. The military coup of the 1980 tried to end relations 
between the political left and Alevis in Turkey. However, this attempt at a split 
was not totally successful since old leftists have taken more active roles in the 
Alevi associations not only in Germany, but also in Turkey and the other 
European countries. 

Even though the revival of Alevi identity started after the 1980s, the 
organization process of Alevis was to remain low until the Sivas Massacre of 2 
July 1993218. The violence of 2 July 1993, however, had a large effect on Turkey’s 
Alevi community and also created tremendous international support for Alevis. 
After the Sivas Massacre, it has reanimated a greater sense of awareness for Alevis 
about their identity and saw a rise in the number of Alevi organizations 
(Kaleli,1995:46)219. The solidarity-based Alevi associations attempted to protect 
the Alevi community against the risk of a future reoccurrence of a similar 
massacre. Therefore, the Sivas Massacre can be seen to have provided a catalyst 
for the flourishing of Alevi organizations in Turkey and in the European 
countries, especially in Germany. 

 After the 1990s, there has been a growing interest in Alevi-related issues due 
to increased social and political mobilization which is based on ethnic and 
religious identities. The first visible signs of this process in the public domain is 
the tackling of Alevism as a subject of the books and articles in Turkey and 
Germany. Besides many academic works, internet sites, festivals and social 
activities started to offer information about Alevi culture and religious practices 
in both social and political fields. Alevis have started to perform their ceremonies 
in public places in order to make an attempt to show case of their differences. As 
David Shankland put it “A rural, remote, diverse, private, largely oral Islamic 
society (Alevism) has become urban, public, active, secular, and to a great extent, 
begun the express process of codification of its previously diverse largely 
unrecorded culture within the modern city setting”(Shankland 2003:13)220. 
Following these developments, the first Alevi organization were established with 
the Alevi name in Hamburg (Hamburg Alevi Culture Center) in 1989 and also the 
same year, the first Alevi manifesto was issued by mostly Alevi and some Sunni 
intellectuals in Germany. This manifesto221 included the recognition of Alevism 
as a different faith and culture, the equal representation and opportunity in 
education and in the media, and the proportional assistance in religious 

                                                           
218 In 1993 in Sivas, an extreme-radical Sunni group set fire to a hotel full of Alevis attending a festival. 
Unfortunately, the attack killed 37 people. 
219 Kaleli,Lütfü. 1995. “Kosulları bilmek”, Nefes 2:18 (Apr.)  
220 Shankland, David. 2003. The Alevis in Turkey: The Emergence of a Secular Islamic Tradition. 
London: Routledge Curzon. 
221 The same manifesto was published in Turkey in 1990, but the same demands has been still asked 
for the Turkish state but some of the German states have started to accept these demands since 2002. 
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services.222 In 1993, after the Alevi Manifesto was published, Alevis organized 
across Europe under the umbrella organization of the European Alevi Unions 
Federation (AABF) in Cologne. Now, members in the AABF, the biggest Alevi 
federation in Europe, number almost 100,000 Alevis. AABF is not only the 
umbrella organization of Alevis, with 147 local organizations throughout 
Germany, but also is one of the transnational migration organizations in Europe 
with the European Confederation of Alevi Communities (Avrupa Alevi Birlikleri 
Konfederasyonu), founded in 2002, which represents more than 250 Alevi 
Cultural Centres. The Confederation is organized in 12 European countries which 
are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Romania, 
England, Norway, Sweden, Italy and Switzerland (more details about these 
federations, see Coşan-Eke, 2014)223. 

Recognition Processes for Alevi community in Germany  

As far as the recognition process in Germany is concerned, the institutions 
such as Deutsch-Auslaendische Begegnungsstaetten (German-Foreign Meeting Center) 
in Hamburg were established in order to deal with the problems of immigrants 
and promote their integration to the German society as a result of the 
requirements of multicultural policies (Sökefeld and Schwalgin, 2000)224. Via the 
activities of this institution, as Sökefeld and Schwalgin (2000: 15) claimed, Alevis 
gained an awareness of their peculiar culture and identity. According to Kaya 
(1999)225, Alevis negotiated with the German society to frame their distinctiveness 
mainly in terms of a culture because, up until that point,  no migrant group had 
ever been recognized as a religious group. However, in February 2000 the Islamic 
Federation of Berlin (IFB) was officially recognized as a religious community. 
After this event, the Anatolian Alevis’ Cultural Center in Berlin (BAAKM) applied 
for the same status and activists in this Center began to frame Alevism as a religion 
and demanded equal rights like Sunnis in order to be able to teach Alevism in 
public schools. Finally, in 2002, the BAAKM obtained the same status as a 
religious community (Sökefeld, 2008: 192-193)226. This new framing seems to be 
goal-oriented since it is developed to use legal conditions and to provide 
resources. But Sökefeld (2008a: 288) points out that “it is difficult to explain to 
German authorities why Alevis should need religious classes separate from 
Muslim if Alevism is a part of Islam. Therefore, this discursive commitment 

                                                           
222 The Alevi Manifesto can be found in Zelyut, Riza. 1990. Öz Kaynaklarina Göre Alevilik. Istanbul: 
Anadolu Kültür Yayınları. 
223  Coşan-Eke, Deniz. 2014.“Transnational Communities: Alevi Immigrants in Europa”. 
Forschungszeitschrift über das Alevitentum und das Bektaschitentum- Internationale 
Forschungszeitschrift (6 monatlich). Heft : 10/Winter.  Pp: 167-194. 
224 Sökefeld, Martin &Schwalgin, Susanne. 2000. “Institutions and their Agents in Diaspora:A 
Comparison of Armenians in Athens and Alevis in Germany”, the 6th European Association of Social 
Anthropologists Conference, Krakau, 26-29 July 2000. 
http://www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working%20papers/schwal.pdf <Retrieved at 25.04.2015> 
225 Kaya, Ayhan. 1999. “Türk Diyasporasında Etnik Stratejiler ve ‘Çok-Kültürlülük’ İdeolojisi: Berlin 
Türkleri”, Toplum ve Bilim, 82 (Güz):23-57 
226 Sökefeld, Martin. 2008. ”Difficult Identifications: The Debate on Alevism and Islam in Germany”, 
Ala Al Hamarneh &Jörn Thielmann (ed.) Islam and Muslims in Germany. Nederlands: Brill 
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clearly favours a perspective that explicitly categorizes Alevism as a separate 
religion”. 

After the recognition of the BAAKM as a belief community at the local level, 
the Federation of Alevi Communities in Germany (AABF) attempted to 
generalize this recognition at the national level as the umbrella organizations of 
Alevis. The federation of Alevi Communities applied for the recognition in all 
states in Germany, where Alevis have settled. Finally, five states which are Berlin, 
North Rhine Westphalia (NRW), Hessen, Baden Württemberg and Bayern 
accepted their applications by activists and institutions.  

These processes led to change the status of Alevi organizations in conformity 
with the arrangements about religious organizations in Germany. From 1993 until 
2002, the status of the AABF denotes itself as a democratic mass organization, 
but after 2002, AABF is registered as a religious organization in Germany. That is 
why German authorities have declared that specific type of religious education 
course can be taken by Islamic religious organization. Via the AABF, Alevis are 
legally recognized as a separate belief from Sunni Muslims and their activities have 
more often focused on their religious objectives than before. 

The Acquisitions of Alevis´ Rights in Germany 

Germany as a Federation of States does not have one arrangement dealing 
with the religious communities. Instead, they vary from state to state. The 
recognized differences of Alevis in Germany may be explained with two 
important arrangements in the some states: `Alevism courses´ in the school and 
´Equality of Rights Agreement´. 

Alevism Courses in the school 

The first Alevi courses began in Hamburg in 1999 as a pilot study and the 
course began with an official in Berlin in 2002 after BAAKM was recognized as a 
religious organization. In 2006, Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, North-Rhine 
Westphalia and Hessen states explained a co-decision to allow teaching of Alevism 
in their public schools and until 2008 all the states mentioned above had permitted 
a course of Alevism in schools. In 2009, Lower Saxony also began to allow 
Alevism to be taught in schools. 

A course of Alevism can be taken between the 1st and the 10th German 
classes and involves two hours per week and electives. As part of the requirements 
of the course, students must pass an examination. It is not required to be Alevi to 
take this course. The teachers of Alevism courses have been educated in Germany 
and they should work on the permanent staff in schools because the salaries of 
teachers are paid by each States´ Ministry of Education.  

The reason why the Alevism courses started in particular states is that the Alevi 
community there was well-organized. On the other hand, in many states in 
Germany, such as Berlin and Bremen, state religious education in public schools 
can be taken as optional elective courses. Another reason is that religion courses 
in some states in Germany, such as Hamburg, aim to provide interreligious 
dialogue and so religious course includes comparative religion in order to increase 
religious knowledge and beliefs. Therefore, each recognized religious group in 
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Germany can formally demand to be taught their faith except in addition to the 
general religious instruction (Noormann, 2000)227. 

Equality of Rights Agreement 

Alevis in Hamburg (2012), Lower Saxony (2013) and Bremen (2014) have 
signed an “Equality of Rights Agreement” with these state governments that grant 
Alevis important rights and give legal status to the Alevi community in Germany. 
Alevis in these states are defined as “a liberal Islamic religious community” and 
have gained an equal legal status as Christians and Jews after signing an official 
contract. According to the headmaster of AABK Turgut Öker (2014)228 “These 
rights are granted to all institutions that fit in and support Germany’s legal 
structure and social life. We have gained the first results of our efforts by giving 
Alevism classes at schools for 12 years and such agreements allow religious beliefs 
to come under the state’s protection and grant them legal rights.” 

One of the most important rights is teaching Alevism in school, and the 
agreement includes officially celebration of religious holidays, maintenance of 
cultural facilities, exemption from compulsory religion classes at schools, 
construction of Alevi worship places (cemevis), observance of funerals according 
to religious rules, provision of religious services at hospitals and prisons, 
representation at the state media council, education of  clerics and the creation of 
Alevism chairs at Universities229. In fact, the first Department of Alevism was 
opened at the University of Hamburg Academy of World Religions. Department 
of the Alevism Presidency of the Ethnologist Dr. Handan Aksünger states in the 
official ceremony that "Alevi oral histories will be investigated together with the 
date of writing. This is being done will be given a theological religion to teachers 
lecture".230  

 Besides the aforementioned states, eight other states in Germany (Berlin, 
North Rhine Westphalia (NRW), Hessen, Baden Württemberg and Bayern) have 
not yet signed Equal Right Agreements with Alevi community in their states at 
the time of this writing, but they have accepted,  as mentioned above, the 
procurement of the right to hold religious classes in schools, recognize religious 
holiday, and foster religious tuition in schools231. 

                                                           
227 More information about this issue, please look at:  Noormann, Harry, (2000). Almanya’da Hristiyan 
Din Dersinin Hukuksal Çerçeve Koşulları ve Türkiye ve Almanya’da İslâm Din Dersi Tartışmaları . Ankara: CÜ 
İlâhiyat Fakültesi ve Konrad Adenauer Vakfı Yayını & 
http://www.alevi.org/cms25/images/ARU1/Lehrplan_Grundschule_auf_Tu%C3%AArkisch.pdf  
< Retrieved at 25.04.2015> 
228 http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/alevis-in-germanys-bremen-win-equal-status-as-other-
religious-communities.aspx?pageID=238&nID=73141&NewsCatID=351 
229 Bu anlaşmanın ayrıntıları için lütfen bakınız: http://alevi.com/TR/hamburg-eyaleti-fhh-ve-
almanya-alevi-birlikleri-federasyonu-aabf-arasinda-anlasma/ <Retrieved at 19.04.2015> 
230http://alevi.com/de/eroffnung-der-weltweit-ersten-juniorprofessur-fur-alevitentum-an-der-
universitat-hamburg/<Retrieved at 29.04.2015> 
231 Coşan-Eke, Deniz. 2014. “Transnational Communities: Alevi Immigrants in Europe”. 
Forschungszeitschrift über das Alevitentum und das Bektaschitentum(6 monatlich). Heft : 10/Winter. Pp: 167-
194. 
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Conclusion  

The international migration of Alevis from Turkey to Germany, which was 
mostly based on economic concerns and the social and political dislocations in 
Turkey, has led to the emergence of an Alevi movement in Germany. By the end 
of 1980s, Alevis started to arouse their traditional and cultural values by means of 
Alevi organizations in Turkey and Germany.  As a result of the legal and political 
arrangements for Alevi immigrants in Germany throughout the last decades, 
several states in Germany have legally recognized them and guaranteed the right 
to  perform their religious and cultural rituals.  

In conclusion, a  few points should be emphasized: First of all, the Alevi 
associations in Germany had, at first, been largely motivated by Turkish politics 
to partially or completely oppose Turkish government policies about Alevism. 
This original purpose has continued, however, as many of Alevis and their 
descendants feel that they belong to Germany. Most identify themselves by their 
family´s country of origin, i.e. Turkey, but have not pursued emigration to their 
home-country because later generations with immigrants background from 
Turkey identify with more than one identity, with many of them naming Germany 
as their new “home country”. 

Secondly, after more than 50 years, the migration experience from the first 
Alevi generation to third Alevi generation in Germany, the AABF defines their 
main goal as serving Alevi immigrants in Germany even though they have 
continued to support their connections with Alevis in Turkey by means of 
remittances transfer and by attracting attention to remedy their disadvantaged 
position in Turkey on an international scale. Therefore, it can be stated that AABF 
supports achieving strong transnational networks among Alevis but, at the same 
time, promotes Germany as the most important transnational space for the Alevi 
community. 

Thirdly, the increase of organizational structure among Alevis has 
demonstrated that Alevis are not only defined as religious and cultural groups, but 
can now be redefined as a transnational political organization and a kind of new 
social movement which has gained increasing strength while struggling for their 
acquired rights. As explained above, it is possible to cite two important 
achievements of Alevis in Germany as a result of their struggle for recognition: 
The Alevism course and the Equal Rights Agreements.  

The teaching of Alevism as a separate belief from other Islamic faith supports 
the process of institutionalization of Alevism because Alevism is being taught in 
one syllabus at school and at the University apart from dedes´ conversation in the 
cem rituals. Therefore, the teaching of Alevism at  school shows us a kind of 
transformation or change in Alevism as a result of the Alevis´ migration to 
Germany. This change influences also the construction of the Alevi identity. Also, 

Alevis are legally recognized as a religious community (Religionsgemeinschaft) and 
they have achieved the status of public legal personality under public law 

(Körperschaft des öffentlichen Rechts) in some states of Germany resulting from the 
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Equal Rights Agreements232. It is assumed that this process will contribute not 
only to perpetuate and protect the differences of Alevism, but also to decrease the 
prejudices against their religious and cultural diversity.    

To summarize, it is important to find a general response to the main question 
why recognition is important for Alevis as a separate belief system from the other 
Islamic groups in Germany. Basically, official recognition of distinctness of the 
Alevi community is one way to access material resources, as well as legal rights 
and political power. Therefore, Alevis have made their political demands on the 
basis of recognition of religious difference and changed their organizational 
structure from cultural to religious organizations in Germany after 2002 because 
Alevi community has been motivated by the present political and legal context in 
Germany. In that point, it may be stated that the Alevi identity in Germany has 
been renewed and reformed not only by the immigrants´ experiences which have 
been gained in Germany, but also by the historical and structural opportunities 
and limitations that the immigrants are provided in one country. 

In contrast to the German example, the struggle of Alevis in Turkey has not 
gained the same pace up to date. Alevi identity shows variability in accordance 
with socio-political context, so the achievements of Alevis developed in the 
German context have proved not easily transferable to the Turkish context. 
Identity with a flexible and dynamic character is not only the self-production and 
is built by others (Mead, 1973)233. That is why the recognition especially in 
political, legal and cultural levels is so important. Hence, it can be assumed that 
the people who have socio-cultural or religious differences in one society can be 
adapted to system of values and norms even if they are very divergent from their 
own ones (Özyürek,2010)234. Indeed, the Alevi movement with the struggle for 
recognition of their differences continues to gain ground by transforming the 
Alevi identity through transnational networks which play a crucial role in the 
formation of a better adaptation to different socio-cultural environments.   
  

                                                           
232 Coşan-Eke Deniz & Özkan T.ürkan. 2014. “Transformation of the Alevi Movement in Diaspora: 
A Case Study in Munich”, Vol. III, Issue 5, pp.55-66, Centre for Policy and Research on Turkey 
(ResearchTurkey), London, Research Turkey. (http://researchturkey.org/?p=6253).  
233 Mead, H:George. 1973. Geist, Identität und Gesellschaft aus der Sicht des Sozialbehaviorismus. 
Frankfurt/m.: Suhrkamp Verlag 
234 Özyürek, Esra. 2008. “Beyond Integration and Recognition: Diasporic Constructions of Alevi 
Muslim Identity between Germany and Turkey.”In Transnational Trascendence, edited by Tom Csordas. 
Berkeley: University of California Press.  
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