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ARTICLE

Solidarity theologies and the (re)definition of ethnoreligious
identities: the case of the Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of
Syria
Nukhet A. Sandal

Political Science, Ohio University, Athens, OH, USA

ABSTRACT
Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syria have different origins, traditions
and political experience. After the outbreak of the civil war in Syria,
Turkish government took a clear stand by supporting the Sunni
rebels fighting the Syrian state forces. This enthusiastic support for
the Sunni segments was accompanied with condemnations against
Syrian Alawites and discrimination against the Alawite refugees. The
civil war in Syria and the Turkish government’s response to it brought
Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syria closer and created a solidarity
based on close religious beliefs. Alevi community in Turkey provided
assistance to the Alawite refugees from Syria and Alevi leaders
started to create a narrative focusing on identity similarities between
and common threats against the Alevis and Alawite communities.
Using interviews and public statements, this article shows how the
securitization of identities and discrimination can result in new units
of advocacy and belonging.

The outbreak of civil war in Syria in 2011 provoked tensions in neighbouring countries.
Given the interest of the Turkish government in the regional security issues and the
number of Syrian refugees in Turkey, many commentators have pointed to a new
sectarian rift, pitting Sunni Muslims against the Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syria.1

In the press and in the policy world, some have equated Turkey’s Alevis with Syrian
Alawites, implying that these ethno-religious groups have the same identity. Others
have claimed that the two groups are entirely distinct, making it impossible to talk about
a unified Alevi/Alawite identity or a common political agenda. The reality, of course, is
much more complex. Religious/spiritual traditions are neither monolithic nor timeless.
Sociopolitical conditions have a significant influence on how ethno-religious identities
are modified and adapted2—or to use Anderson’s terminology, how communities are
reimagined (italics are mine) over time.3

CONTACT Nukhet A. Sandal sandal@ohio.edu Political Science, Ohio University, 259 Bentley Annex, Athens,
OH 45701, USA
1See, for example, Matthew Cassel, ‘Syria Strife Tests Turkish Alawites’, Al-Jazeera, October 22, 2012; Daniel Dombey and
Abigail Fielding-Smith, ’Syria Crisis: Refugees Highlight Turkey’s Sectarian Tension’, Financial Times, October 18, 2013;
and Rober Koptaş, ‘Alevi-Sünni Gerginliği Korkutuyor’ (trans. Alevi-Sunni tension scares), Agos, May 15, 2013.

2See Rogers Brubaker, ‘Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism’, Annual Review of Sociology 35 (2009): 21–42; and Thomas
Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives (London: Pluto Press, 2010).

3Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).
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In this article, I argue that when their identities are under threat, ethno-religious
communities will align strategically with the closest possible communities, through the
development of new discourses, rituals and understandings. Although the Alevis of Turkey
and Syrian Alawites have different origins, traditions and political experience, the civil war
in Syria and the Turkish government’s response to it have brought the two communities
much closer, generating new solidarities, identifications and forms of advocacy. In order to
deconstruct these processes of identification, I introduce the concept of “solidarity theol-
ogies’ to show how threats to identity have influenced how belonging is understood for
both the Alevis of Turkey and the Syrian Alawite community.

The article is divided into four parts. In the first section, I introduce the ‘solidarity
theologies’ framework, a theoretical perspective that accounts for fluid ethno-religious
traditions and changing parameters of citizenship, belonging and advocacy, especially in
conflict settings and divided societies where religious and spiritual identities are under
threat. In the second section, I consider how the discourse of the Turkish government,
coupled with the traditional exclusion of Alevis from the public sphere, has consolidated
the securitization of Sunni Muslim identity in Turkey and strengthened the dominant
understanding of Turkish citizenship, which has long been informed by the Sunni
tradition. I focus on how the Alevis of Turkey and the Syrian Alawites have grown closer
in the wake of identity securitization during the Syrian civil war. In the conclusion,
I reemphasize the fluidity of ethno-religious allegiances and changing understandings
of belonging, governance, and advocacy in the aftermath of conflict and war.

Before I introduce the solidarity theologies framework and detail the Alevi/Alawite
case, a conceptual clarification is in order. Throughout the article, I use ‘Alevis of Turkey’
instead of ‘Turkish Alevis’ in order not to conflate geography and ethnicity. ‘Alevis of
Turkey,’ as a term, encompasses Alevis of all ethnicities who live in Turkey—Turkish,
Kurdish or otherwise. The Syrian case is more straightforward, since the name of the
country is distinct from the (Arab) ethnicity of the Alawites. I therefore use ‘Syrian
Alawites’ and ‘Alawites of Syria’ interchangeably.

Solidarity theologies: a new framework of strategic coalition formation

The concept of religion can be problematic in social science investigations, especially
when studying political attitudes and behaviour. As Thomas notes, ‘most accounts of
religion in international relations have followed an analysis of the static and rather well-
delineated blocs that make up the world religions and civilizations,’ an approach that is
at odds with the diffuse pluralization of religious practice and identity in the twenty-first
century.4 Many scholars have already highlighted the shortcomings of ‘religion’ as an
analytical frame and the hazards of treating religions as homogenous units.5 In addres-
sing these concerns, I introduce the concept of ‘solidarity theologies’. I underscore the
critical potential of this idea in the study of religious identities and politics, in so far as it
foregrounds the public manifestation of religious tradition rather than its textual

4Scott Thomas, The Global Resurgence of Religion and the Transformation of International Relations (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005), 30.

5See, for example, Robert Benne, The Paradoxical Vision: A Public Theology for the Twenty-first Century (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1995); Paul J. Griffiths, ‘The Very Idea of Religion’, First Things 103 (2000): 30–35; and Elizabeth
Shakman Hurd, Beyond Religious Freedom: The New Global Politics of Religion (NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015).
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content. In its most general sense, solidarity theology implies a set of practices to modify
the borders of a religious/spiritual group by incorporating and/or aligning with another
that shares similar values, when the identities and/or physical survival of one or both are
under actual or perceived threat. It is a way of achieving ‘ontological security’ through
identity adaptation.6 The extent of any given theology of solidarity might vary from
complete co-identification to partial and issue-based alignments.

Solidarity theology has three main elements:

(1) Each group identifies with a distinct religious/spiritual tradition;
(2) The groups already share, to a greater or lesser extent, a common history, legacy,

or tradition;
(3) There is an actual or perceived threat to the identity or existence of at least one of

them.

Solidarity Theologies capture new alignments especially during times of crisis. In
order to study Solidarity Theologies, scholars should establish the distinctness of the
traditions by using both primary accounts and secondary sources. The next important
step is to establish the moment of ‘crisis’, where these different communities have
stronger identifications with each other as a result of common concerns. At this point,
one can also identify a new understanding of identity with an emphasis on similarities
and common concerns. Evidence of the existence of solidarity theology includes work-
shops, conferences and publications that draw attention to group similarities; declara-
tions by religious leaders; and joint activities, be they social, religious or political.

The concept of ‘theology’ is mostly used within the context of Christian religious
tradition. Taken up fairly recently in social science as both conceptual metaphor and
analytical frame, scholars have used ‘theology’ creatively to shed light on a range of
political attitudes and behaviour. Below is a discussion of how solidarity theology is
distinct from similar terms that have already been used to explain political phenomena:
political theology, public theology, and solidarity.

Political theology vs. solidarity theology

The division between political theologies and solidarity theologies is clear-cut. Political
theology, for the most part, is concerned with how theological frames, concepts or
questions relate to or inform the political phenomena. The notion, however, has been
applied narrowly by scholars; namely, in a way that ‘reduces the public to partisan or
governmental policy, and understands the state as the institution that comprehends and
guides all other spheres of society’.7 Such an approach tends to foreground the domain
of formal politics and political institutions, foreclosing investigation of the political
theology of communities and other sub-state actors. For example, Philpott has
employed political theologies and differentiation (i.e., the degree of autonomy between
the state and religious actors) to account for the political attitudes and behaviour of

6Christopher S. Browning and Pertti Joenniemi, ‘Ontological Security, Self-articulation and the Securitization of Identity’,
Cooperation and Conflict 52, no. 1 (2017): 31–47.

7Max Stackhouse, ‘Civil Religion, Political Theology and Public Theology: What’s the Difference?’, Political Theology 5, no.
3 (2004): 280.
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actors in various religious traditions.8 Although this approach offers powerful insights
into state–society relations, existing studies of political theology do not investigate how
different religious communities and traditions adjust their identities in relation to others.
Solidarity theology requires the existence of and response to another actor since
solidarity denotes ‘common ground’ and ‘normative level of mutual obligations’.9

Public theology vs. solidarity theology

Sandal defines public theologies as religiously informed perspectives produced or pub-
licly advocated by a political/religious institution or authority; expressed by a group of
people who distinguish their practice and perspective from other existing traditions, and
inform public discussions through a variety of channels, including political opposition,
violent or non-violent protest and publications.10 Solidarity theologies can be regarded
as a subset of public theologies that offer powerful insights into the changing para-
meters of spiritual belonging, especially in conflict settings.

Public theologies change over time and are adapted by political and religious actors.
Islamic, Judaic, Christian, and Eastern religious traditions all have internal converging
and conflicting theologies of belonging. Given that the definition of ‘the other’ depends
on how an individual relates his/her individual beliefs to public life, particular strands of
the same religion may have different attitudes to members of other religions. These
attitudes might also be shaped by how politicians recast identities either by lumping
different understandings together, or by discriminating within a seemingly unified
group. Bettiza, for example, traces how the ‘Muslim World’ has become a new civiliza-
tional frame of reference around which American foreign policy has been reoriented
since 9/11.11 Frames of reference like this usually prompt new theologies of solidarity
across religious traditions and communities.

Solidarity vs. solidarity theology

Although they overlap, solidarity theology and solidarity are different concepts. Bayertz
(1999, p.3) notes that solidarity is generally understood to consist on two levels, a ‘level of
actual common ground between the individuals and a normative level of mutual obliga-
tions to aid each other, as and when should be necessary’.12 Solidarity theology is a subset
of solidarity; not all solidarities have a religious/spiritual connotation and hence, different
solidarity formations have different dynamics. Solidarity theology, which has an intrinsic
religious or spiritual dimension, also has actual and normative levels of mutual obligation
and responsibility. Religion is regarded as salient to many tensions that involve ethnic
identities, hence solidarity theologies can be effectively employed to study the interac-
tions between different ethnic and religious (ethno-religious) communities. In this article,

8Daniel Philpott, ‘Explaining the Political Ambivalence of Religion’, American Political Science Review 101, no. 3 (2007):
505–25.

9See Kurt Bayertz, ‘Four Uses of “Solidarity”’, Solidarity (1999): 3–28.
10Nukhet Sandal, ‘Clash of Public Theologies? Rethinking the Concept of Religion in Politics’, Alternatives 37, no. 1
(2012): 68.

11Gregorio Bettiza, ‘Constructing Civilizations: Embedding and Reproducing the ‘Muslim world’ in American Foreign
Policy Practices and Institutions since 9/11ʹ, Review of International Studies 41, no. 3 (2015): 575–600.

12Bayertz, ‘Four Uses of “Solidarity”’, 3.
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the ‘ethno-religious’ classification is also used because as Aydin notes, ‘As an ethno-
religious identity, the unifying power Alevism cannot be examined by reference to an
inclusive religious concept . . . ’13

Similar to other dimensions of identity, solidarity theology is both fluid and context
dependent. Jaspal and Cinnirella argue that ‘the norms, values and social representa-
tions associated with ethnic identity are socially constructed’, and these social repre-
sentations of ethnic identity are highly contingent in time and space.14 Religious identity
is no different; its multiple dimensions are constantly renegotiated in the public sphere.
Bridging social movement theory and Islamism, Bayat proposes the concept of ‘ima-
gined solidarities’ to explain how fragmented groups might come together based on
shared interests and values.15 Sturm and Frantzman’s research on how Palestinian
Christian Zionists have identified with Israeli Jews is a good example of a theology of
solidarity, whereby religious identification transcends the political struggle for
territory.16 As the authors state in their conclusion, these relations are hybrid and ‘are
complicated by various identifying forces from nationalism to territory to religion’.17

Such identity alliances and solidarity theologies are not confined to the Middle East.
With the increasing securitization of Islam in the United States and Europe in the
aftermath of 9/11, Muslims of multiple ethnicities have begun to develop more unified
perspectives of advocacy and citizenship in the face of mounting adversarial discourse
and practice.18 In history, there are multiple instances where members of Christian sects
came together and formed strategic alliances (with other Christian Sects or other
religious communities) based on shared theological precepts.19 In each instance, these
theologies of solidarity created new discursive spaces and identity expressions that are
translated into social bonds going well beyond what the traditional understanding of
religion can explain.

The notion of solidarity theologies far more effectively captures the changing
dynamics of ethno-religious identifications than a monochrome concept like ‘religion’
or the less nuanced ideas of political and public theology. What we call religions cannot
be reduced to patterns of collective belief and worship. Religious groups, moreover, can
express a range of political identities, attitudes and behaviour. When it comes to
shedding much-needed light on this heterogeneity, the solidarity theology approach

13Suavi Aydın, ‘The Emergence of Alevism as an Ethno-Religious Identity’, in Alevism as an Ethno-Religious Identity:
Contested Boundaries, ed. Celia Jenkins, Suavi Aydın, and Umit Cetin (New York: Routledge, 2018), 9.

14Rusi Jaspal and Marco Cinnirella, ‘The Construction of Ethnic Identity: Insights from Identity Process Theory’, Ethnicities
12, no. 5 (2012): 515.

15Asef Bayat, ‘Islamism and Social Movement Theory’, Third World Quarterly 26, no. 6 (2005): 891–908.
16Tristan Sturm and Seth Frantzman, ‘Religious Geopolitics of Palestinian Christianity: Palestinian Christian Zionists,
Palestinian Liberation Theologists, and American Missions to Palestine’, Middle Eastern Studies 51, no. 3 (2015): 433–
51.

17Ibid., 447.
18See Michelle D. Byng, ‘Complex Inequalities: The Case of Muslim Americans after 9/11ʹ, American Behavioural
Scientist 51, no. 5 (2008): 659–74; Peter Mandaville, ‘Muslim Transnational Identity and State Responses in Europe and
the UK after 9/11: Political Community, Ideology and Authority’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 35, no. 3
(2009): 491–506; and Jocelyne Cesari, ed., Muslims in the West after 9/11 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010).

19See, for example, Martin E. Marty, ‘Transpositions: American Religion in the 1980s’, The Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 480, no. 1 (1985): 11–23; Barry Hankins, ‘Southern Baptists and Northern
Evangelicals: Cultural Factors and the Nature of Religious Alliances’, Religion and American Culture 7, no. 2 (1997):
271–98; John Fulton, The Tragedy of Belief: Division, Politics and Religion in Ireland (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 35;
and John Dunlop, A Precarious Belonging: Presbyterians and the Conflict in Northern Ireland (Belfast: Blackstaff Press,
1995), 25.
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rests on more nuanced theoretical foundations. In the framework of the case study used
in this article, terms like Alawi and Shi’a ‘refer not simply to an ethnic identity or
a religious ideology, but also to a territory, a politico-economic system, a wide-ranging
cultural repertoire, and a history’.20 In the context of the transnational diffusion of
religious communities across the Middle East, solidarity theology thus has the added
benefit of providing a sound basis for theorizing about the changing dynamics of
majority–minority relations within particular states and regions. Roe defines minority
rights as a ‘process of becoming,’ or in other words, ‘an ongoing project that enables the
minority to reproduce its group distinctiveness.’21 The solidarity theology framework is
sensitive to this process and recognizes the importance of discourse and changing
understandings of belonging. When we are studying the changing relations between
the Alevi community in Turkey and the Alawite community in Syria, therefore, what we
are talking about is not necessarily religion (understood as religious belief) per se, but
a new theology of solidarity that bridges the two traditions and communities at the level
of identity and political experience.

Similarly, when we use ‘religion’ as an analytical concept in the Syrian context, it is all
too easy to commit the fallacy of equating the concerns of the Alawite population with
Assad’s politics. Goldsmith comments that ‘pluralism and diversity lie at the core of
Alawite political preferences’ and suggests that Assad’s rule, which has long exploited
Alawite insecurities for political purposes, has been a challenge for Alawite communities,
who seek full integration with the rest of the population.22 This cynical ostracization of
the community by the regime prepared the ground for alternative identity alignments,
strategic community building and theologies of solidarity elaborated in this article.

A case of solidarity theologies: the Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syria

a) Parameters of national belonging and the Alevis of Turkey

According a 2014 European Policy Centre Report, Alevis make up around 25% of Turkey’s
population.23 The exact numbers are difficult to determine for two reasons. First, since
Alevis are not officially recognized as a minority group, there is no census data on their
numbers. Second, Alevi individuals in Turkey have been hesitant to express their identity
publicly due to fears of discrimination and violence. Nevertheless, there are around
15–20 million adherents in Turkey who are not only Turkish-speakers, but also Kurdish
and Zazaki.24 The Alevi tradition as it is practiced in Turkey is syncretic and heterogeneous,
and its canon and observance has undergone significant change in recent decades. The
terms ‘Alevi’ and ‘Alawite’ mean ‘followers of Ali’, thus signifying a link to Shi’ism.
However, Turkish Alevi and Syrian Alawite communities are quite distinct, with different
roots, histories and political attitudes; in order to use the Solidarity Theologies framework,

20Richard T. Antoun, ‘Ethnicity, Clientship, and Class: Their Changing Meaning’, in Syria: Society, Culture, and Polity, ed.
Richard T. Antoun and Donald Quataert (New York: State University of New York Press, 1991), 10.

21Paul Roe, ‘Securitization and Minority Rights: Conditions of Desecuritization’, Security Dialogue 35, no. 3 (2004): 290.
22Leon Goldsmith, ‘‘God Wanted Diversity’: Alawite Pluralist Ideals and Their Integration into Syrian Society, 1832–-
1973ʹ, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 40, no. 4 (2013): 392–409.

23Amanda Paul and Demir Murat Seyrek, ‘Freedom of Religion in Turkey: The Alevi issue’, (Brussels: European Policy
Centre, 2014).

24Ibid.
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it is critical to be able to differentiate between these two different communities by looking
at their history and traditions. In a nutshell, the Alevis of Turkey are predominantly Turks
and Kurds, whereas the Alawites of Syria are predominantly Arabs and have been known
historically as Nusairis, a sect established in the ninth century. There are still Alawites of
Arab ethnicity who are citizens of Turkey; the redrawing of the Syrian–Turkish border in
1939 separated many families, both Sunni and Alawite. There are also Alawites of Arab
ethnicity in southeast Turkey, including in Hatay, a city on the Syrian border, where their
numbers are reported to be between 400,000–700,000.25 However, this does not change
the fact that Alevism and the Alawite tradition have distinct origins and have followed
separate trajectories over the centuries. This is manifested in the international arena as
well. Iran, for example, recognizes the Alawites in Syria but not Alevis of Turkey.

Alevis were persecuted throughout the Ottoman era because of their deviation from the
Sunni tradition. In the sixteenth century, under the Ottoman Sultan Yavuz Selim, a fatwawas
issued mandating the killing of Alevis, who were seen as a potential fifth column of the rival
Shia Safavid Empire in Iran. The systematic massacres that followed saw takiyye (dissimula-
tion; concealing one’s religious identity) become the norm among Alevis. Driven under-
ground, no Alevi public theology was able to develop on crucial matters ranging from
governance to citizenship. Towards the end of the Ottoman Empire, attempts at assimilating
Alevi communities into the Sunni Muslim majority were made through the distribution of
Sunni materials in predominantly Alevi neighbourhoods and the building of mosques in
Alevi villages.26

This aspiration to assimilate the Alevi community remained after the empire col-
lapsed and was replaced by the Republic of Turkey, established in 1923. Modern
citizenship was ‘bestowed’ on a people who had formerly been subjects of the
Sultan, even before its socio-economic correlates–literacy, urbanization and general
economic development–had taken hold.27 The content of citizenship emphasized
duties more than rights, as the country faced enormous difficulties trying to build
a unified nation. Neither Ottoman nor Islamic identity was seen as suitable or sufficient
to meet this challenge and so a new brand of secular, exclusively Turkish, nationalism
was elaborated. Based on a vision of the future centred on a ‘Republic of Turks,’ this
nationalist project ‘ignored the presence of other religious and ethnic groups to the
point of forgetting them’.28 In this context, religion was effectively ‘nationalized’ and
placed under the stewardship of the administrative state (in the form of the
Directorate of the Religious Affairs, established in 1924) as part of an attempt to
homogenize the diverse populace that Republican Turkey had inherited from the
former Ottoman Empire. Alevism, like all traditions other than the form of Sunni
Islam regulated by the state, was expected to keep a low profile. Dressler notes that
the state’s refusal to accept the Alevis’ religious premises on an equal footing with
those of Sunni Islam ultimately draws on normative Islamic arguments which

25‘Blurring the Borders: Syrian Spillover Risks for Turkey’, International Crisis Group Report 255 (Brussels, April 30, 2013),
19.

26Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and The Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire, 1876–1909
(London: I. B. Tauris, 1998), 82.

27See Ayşe Kadıoğlu, Cumhuriyet Idaresi, Demokrasi Muhakemesi, trans. Republican Will, Democratic Reason (Istanbul:
Metis, 1999); and Füsun Üstel, Makbul Vatandaşın Peşinde: II. Meşrutiyet’ten Bugüne Vatandaşlık Eğitimi (In Search of
the Ideal Citizen: Citizenship Education from the Second Constitutional Monarchy Until Today) (Istanbul: İletişim, 2004).

28Ayşe Kadıoğlu, ‘Denationalization of Citizenship? The Turkish Experience’, Citizenship Studies 11, no. 3 (2007): 291.
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characterize Alevis as ‘Muslim but . . . ’.29 Ozgen, in her study of inter-ethnic marriage in
Turkey, confirms the existence of durable boundaries between Alevis and Sunnis
(among others) at a societal level30

The Turkish nationalist movement carried elements of the Ottoman system, especially
in its treatment of minorities. For example, the Lausanne Treaty re-established the
‘Millet’ system of the Ottoman Empire by giving non-Muslim populations a ‘minority’
status. Although these groups are not specifically named in the treaty, Greeks,
Armenians and Jews are regarded as official minorities in Turkey. This religion-based
differentiation, the establishment of the Directorate of the Religious Affairs, the exis-
tence of a religious affiliation section on Turkish national identity cards and the popula-
tion exchanges in the early years of the Republic have demonstrated a desire to
consolidate the nation as a community of Sunni Muslims.31 As noted above, this
dominant understanding of belonging has excluded Alevis. Although defined in the
literature as the ‘largest minority’ in Turkey, Alevis are not legally categorized as
a ‘religious minority.’ Accordingly, some scholars have defined the Alevis’ place in
contemporary Turkey as ‘ambivalent’.32 The treatment of Alevis, however, has been far
from ambivalent. The Directorate of Religious Affairs is funded by taxes paid by all
Turkish citizens, but it only provides services to Sunni Muslims and has not funded Alevi
places of worship. The European Court of Human Rights has heard multiple cases on
such issues as the compulsory religious education that excludes Alevi beliefs and
tradition, and the existence of the religion section on national ID cards.

Dressler notes that after the 1980 coup d’état, ‘with religion having become a major
point of reference for political identity formations’ in Turkey, Alevis began to assert their
identity ‘within a universalistic human rights discourse and secularist rhetoric of religious
freedom and self-determination.’33 Some Alevis called for the abolition of the
Directorate and demanded the state withdraw from the religious sphere altogether, so
that Turkey could become a genuinely secular country. The revival of Alevi identity led
to the establishment of Alevi organizations and networks, Alevi religious services being
conducted openly, and publications by Alevi scholars addressing issues of identity.
Namık Kemal Dinç, a prominent Kurdish journalist and historian, states that in the initial
stages of the common identity assertion, Alevi organizations firmly embedded their
identity within a Turkish nationalist discourse.34 Only later in the 1980s and early 1990s
did mainstream Alevi theology become strategically more inclusive, recognizing the
existence of Kurdish Alevis. In other words, the ethnic redefinition of Alevi identity
preceded the creation of a solidarity theology with the Alawites of Syria.

29Markus Dressler, ‘Turkish Politics of Doxa: Otherizing the Alevis as Heterodox’, Philosophy and Social Criticism 41, no. 5
(2015): 447.

30Zeynep Ozgen, ‘Maintaining Ethnic Boundaries in “Non-ethnic” Contexts: Constructivist Theory and the Sexual
Reproduction of Diversity’, Theory and Society 44, no. 1 (2015): 33–64.

31Laman Tasch, ‘Defining Nation and Religious Minorities in Russia and Turkey’, Politics and Religion 3, no. 2 (2010):
327–51.

32See, for example, Aykan Erdemir,‘Tradition and Modernity: Alevis’ Ambiguous Terms and Turkey’s Ambivalent
Subjects’, Middle Eastern Studies 41, no. 6 (2005): 937–51; Fethi Açıkel and Kazim Ateş, ‘Ambivalent Citizens: The
Alevi as the “Authentic Self” and the “Stigmatized Other” of Turkish Nationalism’, European Societies 13, no. 5 (2011):
713–33; and Talha Köse, ‘Between Nationalism, Modernism and Secularism: The Ambivalent Place of “Alevi
Identities”’, Middle Eastern Studies 49, no. 4 (2013): 590–607.

33Markus Dressler, ‘Religio-secular Metamorphoses: The Re-making of Turkish Alevism’, Journal of the American Academy
of Religion 76, no. 2 (2008): 286.

34Interview with Namık Kemal Dinç, Istanbul, July 2016.
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The revival of Alevism notwithstanding, the exclusion of Alevis from the dominant public
theologies of belonging and citizenship in Turkey has also involved terror and violence.
A public discourse that casts Sunni Islam as under threat has never been far from the surface
in these incidents. In 1978, in the southeast Turkish city of Maraş, at least 111 people (mostly
Alevis) were killed, their houses and businesses destroyed, ‘amid provocations of
“Communists are burning mosques” and “Our religion is at stake”’.35 In July 1993, in the city
of Sivas, during the annual festival celebrating the legacy of the Alevi poet Pir Sultan Abdal, 35
intellectuals, most of whomwere Alevis, were killed by amob of Islamist extremists. Two years
later, a gunman attacked shops in a predominantly Alevi working class neighbourhood. There
were protests following the attacks, and during these protests, more than 20 Alevis were killed
by the Turkish security forces. Multiple cases of violence against Alevi households have been
documented in the past couple of decades, even before the rule of Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi—formally abbreviated as AK Party).

Since coming to power, AK Party government has introduced some reforms to enhance
the rights of non-Muslim minorities. Some of these reforms were carried out as part of the
European Union accession process, and some were policies that dated back to the Ottoman
Era, where select non-Muslim communities enjoyed cultural and religious rights as long as
they recognized the authority of the Sultan.36 These reforms included the election of
a representative of minorities and opening discussions on returning confiscated Church
properties, as well as restoring and reopening some historical churches. Armenian Cathedral
of the Holy Cross, for example, was restored and ‘was reopened to occasional prayers’ after
100 years.37 Laki Vingas, the first non-Muslimmember of the Foundations Assembly and who
served as the secular representative of the minorities in Turkey, stated that ‘for the first time
our schools received financial assistance. For the first time a school was opened in Gökçeada
(an island in the province of Çanakkale); for the first time an Assyrian preschool was opened’.38

However, Vingas also voiced his concern that ‘if you scrape away the cosmetic from some of
the people and groups, in their internal world we still remain foreigners or that these are not
our lands, or that we don’t like this country as much as they do’.39

However, even in the light of these reforms, Alevi community’s position has not measur-
ably improved. Rather, pitting the Sunni community against ‘the Alevi (or Shi’a) threat’ has
become a common rhetorical technique under President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s leadership.
This discourse facilitated the emergence of a solidarity theology with the Alawites of Syria.

b) The securitization of religion in Turkey, the Syrian civil war and solidarity
theologies

Every country has a dominant theology of citizenship that governs relations of belong-
ing. In line with the precepts of the Solidarity Theologies framework, this dominant

35Fehim Tastekin,‘The Massacre Turkey Hopes Alevis Will Forget’, Al-Monitor, December 24, 2014, http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/12/turkey-alevis-massacre-memorial-no-grave.html# (accessed March 15, 2019).

36Nukhet Sandal, ‘Public Theologies of Human Rights and Citizenship: The Case of Turkey’s Christians’, Human Rights
Quarterly 35, no. 3 (2013): 631–50.

37‘Reform Package to Expand Rights of Minorities in Turkey’, Daily Sabah, January 18, 2016, https://www.dailysabah.
com/minorities/2016/01/19/reform-package-to-expand-rights-of-minorities-in-turkey (accessed May 24, 2019).

38Barçın Yinanç, ‘Minority MPs will Help non-Muslims Wake Up’, Hürriyet Daily News, July 13 2015, http://www.
hurriyetdailynews.com/minority-mps-will-help-non-muslims-wake-up-85332 (accessed May 30, 2019).

39Ibid.
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theology of belonging can change over time to accord with the understandings of new
identities represented as under threat. The discourse used by political leaders has the
capacity to frame segments of the society as ‘the other’, represent political tensions as
existential threats and—consequently—securitize segments of identity. Securitization
means an issue is taken out of the regular political realm and elevated to priority status
through public discourse.40 A securitization process is usually the product of interna-
tional and domestic identities and contexts and internalization processes.41 Religious
tensions pose a challenge to securitization, and they warrant a careful investigation that
considers the special uncompromising nature of religious doctrines.42

The European Union membership application process occupied a critical part of the
Turkish foreign policy agenda for a long time. To this end, after coming to power in
2002, the AK Party government carried out political reforms as part of legislative
harmonization efforts that would enable Turkey to become a European Union
member. Müftüler-Baç notes that ‘some of the momentum for these reforms was left
over from the previous government’ and Goff-Taylor argues that AK Party carried out the
reforms to maintain its own legitimacy and public support, as the membership to
European Union had been a central goal of Turkish foreign policy.43 The reforms
addressed issues ranging from the freedom of press to the role of military in politics.
Despite these reforms, the European Union accession process has not gone as smoothly
as expected; the full membership negotiations were slow, and they came to a stall in
2016, with the European Union member countries criticizing Turkey’s human rights
violations. Tolay and Linden assert that ‘the European Union’s tortured consideration
of Turkish membership has an impact not only on the evolving nature of Turkey’s self-
definition and domestic politics but also on Turkey’s policies towards its neighbours.’44

They also underscore the decreasing enthusiasm for domestic reform and the surge in
nationalist sentiment. As the European Union membership started to look like an
increasingly distant possibility, AK Party government turned to assuming leadership in
the Muslim world to maintain its legitimacy especially within its conservative base and
frequently evoked the Ottoman tradition.45 Ongur discusses episodes of ‘Neo-
Ottomanisms’ in the new Turkish Republic, noting that unlike its previous incarnations,
the current version of Neo-Ottomanism belongs to everyday routine and suggests ‘a
“private” process of correcting the forgetting of Turkey’s glorious history.’46 Blad and
Koçer tie the increased popularity of political Islam to neoliberal state-building, arguing

40Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner,
1997); and Carsten Bagge Laustsen and Ole Waever, ‘In Defence of Religion: Sacred Referent Objects for
Securitization’, Millennium 29, no. 3 (2000): 705–39.

41Roxanna Sjöstedt, ‘Ideas, Identities and Internalization: Explaining Securitizing Moves’, Cooperation and Conflict 48, no.
1 (2013), 143–64.

42Mona Kanwal Sheikh, ‘The Religious Challenge to Securitization Theory’, Millennium 43, no. 1 (2014): 252–72.
43Meltem Müftüler-Baç, ‘Turkey’s Political Reforms and the Impact of the European Union’, South European Society &
Politics 10, no.1 (2005):24; Moira Goff-Taylor, ‘The Shifting Drivers of the AKP’S EU Policy’, Wilson Centre Papers, 2017,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/shifting_drivers_of_akps_eu_policy_0.pdf

(accessed May 20, 2019).
44Juliette Tolay and Ronald H. Linden, ‘Understanding Turkey’s Relations with its Neighbours’ in Turkey and Its
Neighbours: Foreign Relations in Transition, ed. Ronald H. Linden, Ahmet O. Evin, Kemal Kirişci, Thomas Straubhaar,
Nathalie Tocci, Juliette Tolay and Joshua W. Walker (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2012), 6.

45Nukhet Sandal, ‘Middle Powerhood as a Legitimation Strategy in the Developing World: The Cases of Brazil and
Turkey’, International Politics 51, no. 6 (2014): 693–708.

46Hakan Övünç Ongur,‘Identifying Ottomanisms: The Discursive Evolution of Ottoman Pasts in the Turkish Presents’,
Middle Eastern Studies 51, no. 3 (2015): 429.
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that cultural legitimation strategies replace economic legitimation strategies, such as the
state economic regulatory capacities and social service endowment.47

The Neo-Ottoman turn in regional foreign policy has to do with demographic and
political factors, such as AK Party government’s desire to leverage Turkey’s Middle
Eastern heritage. In his book Strategic Depth, the former Turkish prime minister Ahmet
Davutoğlu laments the failure of the Kemalist establishment to fulfil its responsibilities in
the region and he stresses the need to rediscover Turkey’s geographic and historic
identity.48 In response, Murinson argues the administration used ‘neo-Ottoman dis-
course [to project] the image of [Turkey as] a just and impartial arbiter in foreign policy
toward the Middle East.’49

The rediscovery of Ottoman geopolitics emerged as a mobilizing theme for the AK
Party government, allowing it to appeal simultaneously to Muslim and nationalist
constituencies across the political divide. The party’s discourse and actions have rein-
forced the country’s Muslim/non-Muslim division even further; Yeşilada and Nordjik
show that both religiosity and intolerance have become more visible during the AK
Party’s rule.50 In 2009, Turkish leaders saw nothing wrong with hosting Omar al-Bashir,
the Sudanese president indicted by the International Criminal Court for genocide and
crimes against humanity. Erdoğan, prime minister at the time, defended the decision,
saying ‘a Muslim can never commit genocide’.51 Condemning bombings in Reyhanlı,
a town on the Syrian border, in 2013, Erdoğan securitized religious identity in declaring
‘52 Sunni citizens were martyred’ in the attack.52 By emphasizing the violations of Sunni
Muslim human rights worldwide and bringing religion to the secular Turkish public
sphere as an ‘ideology,’ Erdoğan has represented Sunni Islam as a threatened identity
that needs to be protected by all means, including convicting those who have ‘offended’
Islamic religious values. For example, in 2013, prominent composer and pianist Fazıl Say
and author Sevan Nișanyan were sentenced to 10 months in jail for insulting the
religious values in Turkey.53

In his speeches, Erdoğan targeted the Alevi tradition and Alevis multiple times.
During his stint as Governor of Istanbul, he referred to Alevi places of worship (Cemevi)
as ‘houses of festivity;’ in 2012, when Alevis opened a Cemevi in the Karacaahmet
district in Istanbul, he called it a ‘monstrosity’.54 He has also frequently remarked on
the supposed ‘atheist elements’ within the Alevi tradition, expressing the view that if
Alevis really see themselves as Muslims, they should come to the mosque like other

47Cory Blad and Banu Koçer, ‘Political Islam and State Legitimacy in Turkey: The Role of National culture in Neoliberal
State-Building’, International Political Sociology 6, no.1 (2012): 36–56.

48Ahmet Davutoğlu, Stratejik Derinlik (trans. Strategic Depth) (Istanbul: Kure Yayinlari, 2009).
49Alexander Murinson, ‘The Strategic Depth Doctrine of Turkish Foreign Policy’, Middle Eastern Studies 42, no. 6 (2006):
954.

50Birol A. Yeşilada and Peter Noordijk, ‘Changing Values in Turkey: Religiosity and Tolerance in Comparative
Perspective’, Turkish Studies 11, no. 1 (2010): 9–27.

51‘Omar al-Bashir Deposed: How the World Reacted’, Al-Jazeera, April 11, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/
04/omar-al-bashir-deposed-world-reacted-190411203224130.html (accessed May 19, 2019).

52‘Erdoğan: Reyhanlı’da 53 Sünni Vatandaşımız Şehit Edildi’ (trans. ‘Erdoğan: Our 53 Sunni Citizens were Martyred in
Reyhanlı’), Radikal, June 14, 2013, http://www.radikal.com.tr/politika/erdogan-reyhanlida-53-sunni-vatandasimiz-sehit
-edildi-1137612/(accessed 19 April 2019).

53‘Turkish-Armenian Scribe Sentenced to 13 Months for Blasphemy in Blog Post’, Hürriyet Daily News, May 22, 2013,
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-armenian-scribe-sentenced-to-13-months-for-blasphemy-in-blog-
post–47371 (accessed June 1, 2019).

54‘Karacaahmet Cem Evi bir ucubedir’ (trans. ‘Karacaahmet Cem Evi is a monstrosity’), Milliyet, August 6, 2012, http://
www.milliyet.com.tr/siyaset/karacaahmet-cem-evi-bir-ucubedir-1576920 (accessed May 5, 2019).
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Muslims.55 On 29 May 2013, Erdoğan and then President Abdullah Gül headlined the
opening ceremony of the third bridge over the Bosphorus, announcing together that it
had been named in honour of Yavuz Sultan Selim, who oversaw the aforementioned
notorious 16th century fatwa mandating the killing of Alevis. The public dedication of
such a prominent symbol of national pride to Selim, whose suppression of the Alevis is
a concluding theme in Turkish historical memory, simply consolidated the fears within
the community that its identity was under threat. These increasing threat perceptions
of the Alevi community contributed to the formation of a solidarity theology with the
Alawite community which was facing its own existential threats.

That said, during the initial years of AK Party government, officials paid lip service to giving
Alevis equal rights and made symbolic gestures, such as apologizing for the Dersim massacre
of 1938, when the state brutally suppressed a rebellion by Alevi Kurds. In 2007, the Deputy
Head of the Directorate of Religious Affairs acknowledged the Directorate had neglected
Alevism up until the present day.56 The Turkish government started workshops with Alevi
community leaders in 2009.57 Some prominent Alevi leaders saw the workshop as a front for
assimilation and accused the government of trying to control the community in the guise of
a democratic decision-making process. For example, Ali Balkız, the Chair of the Hacı Bektaş Veli
Anadolu Culture Foundation, called the workshop’s preliminary report a ‘fraud’.58

Securitization, as Wæver noted, is given practical effect when ‘a state representative
moves a particular development into a specific area [i.e., one designated as an existential
threat], and thereby claims a special right to use whatever means necessary to block it’.59

Erdoğan’s discourse about ‘protecting’ Sunni Islam through extraordinary measures,
including criminalizing speech, along with his enthusiastic support for controversial
Muslim political actors, shows such a process at work. The government’s emphasis on
Islam and regional leadership, ‘ideological beliefs, whether secular or religious, about the
best way to optimize the human condition,’ can be regarded as part of a trend towards
the ‘macrosecuritization of religion’ and ‘inclusive universalism’.60 The promotion of Sunni
Islam as the state-sanctioned sect might have created a unifying identity for Turks and
Kurds, but it continues to alienate the non-Sunni Muslim populations.61 Systematic
discrimination and the securitization of religious identity have manifested itself in law
enforcement as well. An official 2013 report by the Turkish police claimed 78% of
‘suspects’ detained in relation to the Gezi Park protests had Alevi origins, a claim chal-
lenged by some of the opposition parties of the time as well as the Alevi community.62

55Ibid.
56‘Aleviliği İhmal Ettik’ (trans. ‘We Have Neglected Alevism’), HaberAktüel, May 18, 2007, https://www.haberaktuel.com/
aleviligi-ihmal-ettik-haberi-64384.html (accessed May 18, 2019).

57‘5. Alevi Çalıştayı Başladı’ (trans. ‘5th Alevi Workshop has started’), CNN Türk, November 10, 2009, https://www.
cnnturk.com/2009/turkiye/11/10/5.alevi.calistayi.basladi/551063.0/index.html (accessed May 19, 2019).

58‘Alevi Çalıştayı Ön Raporuna Sert Tepki’ (trans. ‘Harsh Reaction to the Preliminary Report of the Alevi Workshop’),
Hürriyet, February 12, 2010, http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/alevi-calistayi-on-raporuna-sert-tepki-13771159
(accessed March 14, 2019).

59Ole Wæver, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’ in On Security, ed. Ronny Lipschutz (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1995), 55.

60Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver, ‘Macrosecuritisation and Security Constellations: Reconsidering Scale in Securitisation
Theory’, Review of International Studies 35, no. 2 (2009): 253–76.

61Mehmet Gurses, ‘Is Islam a Cure for Ethnic Conflict? Evidence from Turkey’, Politics and Religion 8, no. 1 (2015): 135–
54.

62‘Emniyete Göre, Gezi Parkı Süphelilerinin Yüzde 78ʹi Alevi!’ (trans. ‘According to the Police, 78% of the Gezi Park
Protest Suspects are Alevis!’), T24, November 23, 2013, http://t24.com.tr/haber/gezide-kac-eylem-gerceklesti-kac-kisi-
goz-altina-alindi,244706 (accessed May 22, 2019).
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The tradition of securitizing minorities dates to the seventeenth century capitulations
signed between Ottoman and European political authorities, which extended privileges
to Christians in trade and gave European powers the right to protect Christian popula-
tions within the borders of the Ottoman Empire. It was in evidence prominently in the
1970s, when the Turkish military, to combat socialism, began to emphasize and support
Islamic identity as an integral part of Turkish nationalism and an ‘antidote’ to left-wing
radicalism.63 In the 1980s, with increased ‘exposure to global market economy’ and
‘promotion of entrepreneurial individualism’, the left-right cleavage in Turkey left its
place to identity-based cleavages.64 In line with these changes, the 1990s witnessed
Alevi revivalism, partly as a response to the increasing public salience of Sunni identity.
Poyraz argues that one reason for this revivalism was the collapse of the socialist bloc at
the end of the 1980s; at this time, many Alevis began to count Alevism, with its
principles of justice and egalitarianism, as an alternative to socialist ideology.65

The revivalism mentioned above did not include solidarities in itself; for the solidarity
theology to form, there needs to be heightened threat perceptions. In this sense, the
Syrian war can be regarded as the critical point after which one can observe Solidarity
Theologies between the Alevis and the Alawites based on the declaration of common
concerns and threat perceptions. Following the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, nation-
wide protests began to challenge the Baathist regime in Syria, which had been in power
since the mid-1960s. As a result of the involvement of armed factions in the rebellion
and Assad’s violent crackdown, the protests quickly morphed into a civil war. Given the
longstanding Sunni hostility to the Baathist regime and the Alawite identity of the Assad
family, the civil war quickly took a religious turn. However, the increasingly Sunni
Islamist character of the opposition does not mean that all two million Alawites in
Syria have actively supported the regime. Goldsmith (2013) notes that ‘the al-Assad
regime has exploited its own community’s sectarian insecurity to keep Alawites mobi-
lized in defence of its rule,’ and that the lay Alawites’ vision of society has not differed
greatly from that of the anti-regime protests that began in 2011.66 It is critical to
remember that throughout its history, the Alawite minority, like its counterpart in
Turkey, has been underprivileged. ‘From the Ottoman period,’ Fildis writes, ‘they were
the most numerous and the poorest peasants in Syria, working for Sunni and Christian
landlords in the mountain regions and in Latakia.’67 Unlike the Kurds or the Maronites,
however, the Syrian Alawites do not have a strong diaspora that can represent their
grievances and further their cause in international organizations, which contributed to
the community’s increased threat perceptions during the war. Alevi journalist and
activist Ferhat Aktaş states that the salience of the political and religious (rather than
cultural and ethnic) dimensions of Alawite identity have increased, especially after the
systematic threats to the Alawites during the civil war, and this increasing political

63Tanıl Bora, ‘Türkiyede Milliyetçilik ve Azınlıklar’ (trans.’Nationalism and Minorities in Turkey’), Birikim, March/April 71,
(1995): 34–49.

64Fuat Keyman, ‘Modernization, Globalization and Democratization in Turkey: The AKP Experience and its Limits’,
Constellations 17, no. 2 (2010): 319.

65Bedriye Poyraz, ‘The Turkish State and Alevis: Changing Parameters of an Uneasy Relationship’, Middle Eastern Studies
41, no. 4 (2005): 503–16.

66Goldsmith, ‘“God Wanted Diversity”: Alawite Pluralist Ideals and Their Integration into Syrian Society, 1832–1973ʹ,
393.

67Ayse Tekdal Fildis, ‘Roots of Alawite-Sunni Rivalry in Syria’, Middle East Policy 19, no.2 (2012): 151.
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orientation has led the Alawites to emphasize theological commonalities with Alevis,
rather than their differences.68 This new emphasis on theological commonalities is an
indicator of the emergence of a theology of solidarity in the face of common threats to
both Alevi and Alawite communities. As described in the introduction, when two
communities (with distinct legacies and backgrounds) share common elements of
religious/spiritual tradition, it is expected that they will emphasize these commonalities
in the face of external threats to their identities and show solidarity with each other.

Although relations with the Assad regime were relatively stable until 2013, the
Turkish government made its anti-Assad position clear after the March 2011 uprisings
when it opened its borders to opposition forces in Syria, including Al-Qaeda affiliate
Jabhat-al Nusra and, later, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Afraid that a war
against ISIS might lead to a Kurdish or Assad victory, the Turkish government did not
take an official stance against the radical Sunni groups in the region, which ‘has caused
intense anxiety and anger among Alevis’ as Karakaya-Stump states.69 Yayla and Clarke
report that beginning in 2013, ‘Turkish border cities became the chief logistical hubs for
foreign fighters seeking to enter Syria and Iraq to join the Islamic State and other rebel
groups’.70 There are also reports that injured ISIS fighters were smuggled to Turkey for
treatment and ‘Turkey is the most important choke point for components used in the
manufacture of IEDs by Islamic State forces’.71 The ease with which these fighters used
Turkish resources contributed to the threat perceptions of the Alevi and Alawite com-
munities both in Turkey and Syria.

Although Erdoğan ostensibly sought to open a respectful dialogue with non-Muslim
minorities, he regards all Shia offshoot movements in the region as part of the same
tradition. While Turkey’s post-2011 Syria policy was informed by strategic calculations, he
frequently expressed his hostility towards the Assad regime in religious terms. On one
occasion, Erdoğan remarked, ‘Don’t forget that a person’s religion is the religion of his
friend. Tell me who your friend is, and I’ll tell you who you are,’ referring to the opposition
leader Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu’s Alevi identity and implying he supported Assad because of
kinship. In an interview in which he discussed the Gülen community, Erdoğan implied that
Shiite communities lack integrity: ‘They [Gülen community] practice takiyya [religiously
sanctioned dissimulation], they lie, they slander. As a result, they are involved in sedition,
malice. They are far ahead even of Shiites. Shiites cannot compete with them’.72

Public threat perceptions can be regarded as indicators of whether discursive secur-
itization has succeeded.73 ‘Sustained application of repressive measures against the
expression of identity’ such as ‘closure of places of worship’ and ‘deportation or killing

68Interview with Ferhat Aktaş, June 2016, Istanbul.
69Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, ‘The AKP, Sectarianism, and the Alevis’ Struggle for Equal Rights in Turkey’, in Alevism as an
Ethno-Religious Identity: Contested Boundaries, ed. Celia Jenkins, Suavi Aydin and Umit Cetin (NY: Routledge, 2018), 63.

70Ahmet S. Yayla and Colin P. Clarke, ‘Turkey’s Double ISIS Standard’, Foreign Policy, 12 April 2018, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2018/04/12/turkeys-double-isis-standard/ (accessed March 10, 2019).

71Tom Batchelor T., ‘A Step from EU soil: Injured ISIS Fighters Smuggled to Turkey for Treatment’, Express, 16 May 2016,
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/670764/Islamic-State-terrorists-shipped-Turkey-treatment; ‘Tracing the Supply
of Components Used in Islamic State IEDs’, Conflict Armament Research Report, February 2016, http://www.conflic
tarm.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Tracing_The_Supply_of_Components_Used_in_Islamic_State_IEDs.pdf,
(accessed February 4, 2019), 11.

72Fehim Tastekin, ‘Will Erdoğan Apologize to Turkey’s Shiites?’, Al-Monitor, March 13, 2014, https://www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/originals/2014/03/erdogan-gulen-jaafaris.html (accessed March 15, 2019).

73Georgios Karyotis and Stratos Patrikios, ‘Religion, Securitization and Anti-immigrant Attitudes: The Case of Greece’,
Journal of Peace Research 47, no. 1 (2010): 55.
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of members of the community’ can threaten societal identity.74 However, such threats
can also bring the members of a tradition together, merge existing divisions, lead to new
theologies of solidarity, or confirm existing ones. Selahattin Özel, Chair of the Federation
of Alevi Associations in Turkey, agrees: ‘Mr. Erdoğan’s discourse and policies keep us
[Alevis] united and vigorous. His discourse on the Alevis has been very divisive, very
ostracizing. Thanks to his attitude, we came to realize how untimely our petty argu-
ments are; that we are in fact struggling for our survival. And thus, we closed ranks’.75

This divisive discourse consolidates Alevi bonds, and leads to a more strategic commu-
nity building through solidarity theologies. Activist and author Tevfik Usluoğlu states
that there have been events bringing the Alevis and Alawites from Turkey, Syria,
Lebanon, Latin America and Europe together in the past couple of years.76 Examples
include panels organized by the Pir Sultan Abdal Foundation and a special cultural event
in August 2014 in Serinyol, the Bedirge Festival. At the time of the interview, Usluoğlu
himself was in the process of editing a book on the Alevi/Alawite tradition with
contributions from 54 Alevis and Alawites. There are also new institutes, such as the
Foundation for Research on Alevi Culture (established in 2012 in Samandağ) that study
Alevi/Alawite tradition and organize cultural events and information sessions, bringing
together Alevis and Alawites. These joint events, publications and initiatives show the
existence of a solidarity theology.

The securitization of Alevi/Alawite identities by the Turkish state and other actors
(including Sunni-dominated Syrian opposition groups), coupled with the intensified vio-
lence in the region, has brought about changes in the self-perception of the Alevi/
Alawites who formed theologies of solidarity in their discourses and activities. The
representatives from the two communities started to communicate regularly and
expressed common grievances. Ismail Saçlı, Chair of the Kartal Cemevi Foundation, says
the Alevis, for the most part, did not even know much about the Syrian Alawites before
the civil war in Syria.77 In short, although Alevi public theologies of governance and
belonging were initially too diverse to be politically meaningful, the AK Party’s securitiza-
tion of religion and representation of Alevis as ‘the other’, especially in an environment of
civil war, have created a unified solidarity theology of governance and advocacy, possibly
leading to new ethnic boundaries in the long term. This solidarity theology manifested
itself as early as the famous Gezi protests in Istanbul. At the time, a prominent Turkish
journalist Cengiz Candar drew attention to the fact that ‘all the young men who lost their
lives since the Taksim-Gezi events have been Alevis’ and that three were Arab Alawites
from Antakya, calling it ‘radioactive fallout’ from the Syrian civil war.78

As a result of the religiously inspired policies of the government and hate crimes
directed at Alevis, Alevi community leaders grew concerned that Turkey’s Syria policies
and anti-Alawite discourse would drag the country into sectarian conflict. During the

74Barry Buzan, ‘Societal Security, State Security and Internationalization’, in Identity, Migration and the New Security
Agenda in Europe, ed. Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Pierre Lemaitre, (London: Pinter, 1993), 43.

75Ezgi Başaran, ‘Kürt Hareketinin Aleviler icin Ne Yaptığını Bilmiyorum’ (trans. ‘I do not know what Kurdish Movement
does for the Alevis’), Radikal, May 6, 2013, http://www.radikal.com.tr/yazarlar/ezgi-basaran/kurt-hareketinin-aleviler-
icin-ne-yaptigini-bilmiyorum-1132332/(accessed April 13, 2019).

76Interview with Tevfik Usluoğlu, July 2016, Istanbul.
77Interview with İsmail Saçlı, July 2014, Istanbul.
78Cengiz Candar, ‘Is Syria War Additional Spark to Alevi Protests in Turkey?’, Al-Monitor, September 16, 2013, https://
www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/09/turkish-alevis-protest-syria-war.html (accessed March 3, 2019).
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initial stages of the civil war, Alevi community leaders did not associate themselves with
Syrian Alawites; they merely expressed their concerns about getting involved in
a sectarian conflict. Selahattin Özel this fear: ‘As Turkish Alevis, we do not support an
antidemocratic, an anti-humanist regime, but we cannot understand why the prime
minister so suddenly became an enemy of the Syrian administration.’79 Cagaptay
warned at the time that ‘should Ankara intervene in Syria against the Assad regime,
some in the Turkish Alevi community might be inclined to view this as a new “Sunni
attack” against a fellow minority.’80 Activist and author Usluoğlu defines the Syrian civil
war as a ‘milestone’ in bringing the region’s Alevis and Alawites together.81

It is also crucial to look at Arab Alawite activism within Turkish borders. Before the
war, Syrian Alawites were simply ‘a fellow minority’ but the Turkish government’s
support of the Sunni camps fighting with the Alawite regime concerned Turkish
Alevis. The predominantly secular Alawites have assumed a stronger anti-AK Party
stance since the beginning of the Syrian civil war. Many Alawites in Hatay note that
until the war there was little to no animosity between Alawites and Sunnis in the city,
but the Turkish government’s policies have since prompted tension and segregation.82

The war has reminded the Alevis of Turkey what might happen if the Jihadi opposition
forces gain ground in Turkey. ‘We watch television at night and see the [rebel] terrorists
hanging Alawi soldiers and yelling, “God is Great!”’ a Turkish anti-war activist student
says; ‘we are afraid for the Alawis in Syria and afraid that the foreign terrorists will try to
do the same here in Turkey’.83 Since traumatic events in the Turkish Alevi past, such as
the Sivas massacre, were committed by Islamic fundamentalists, having the same
religious chants and rituals associated with the killing of Alawite civilians sparks fear.
For Turkish Alevis, Islamic fundamentalists are much more of a concern than an author-
itarian yet relatively secular leader. Therefore, the existing support for Assad among
Alevis and the Alawite civilians stems from existential concerns about the alternative.

After the beginning of the war, Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syria engaged in
a common process of knowledge production while they were crafting a new solidarity
theology of resistance and advocacy. Namık Kemal Dinç stresses that especially since the
war, Arab Alawites are now regularly invited to the conferences and workshops orga-
nized by the Alevis of Turkey, including commemorations of massacres.84 Ali Özen,
a member of the Arab Alawite Youth Parliament, also points to common declarations
and press releases produced by the Alevis of Turkey and Alawites of Syrian origin, and
how the two groups have made efforts to get to know each other’s history and identity
better since the Syrian civil war and against the common enemies this conflict brought
about.85 Hıdır Çam, an Alevi community leader who has hosted many Alawite refugees

79Ayla Albayrak and Joe Parkinson, ‘Turkey’s Shiites Fear Contagion’, The Wall Street Journal, April 9, 2012, https://www.
wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304587704577333701367732504 (accessed March 17, 2019).

80Soner Cagaptay, ‘Will Syria’s Sectarian Divisions Spill over into Turkey?’, The New Republic, April 14, 2012, https://
newrepublic.com/article/102679/turkey-syria-assad-alawites-alevis-sectarian (accessed April 12, 2019).

81Interview with Tevfik Usluoğlu, July 2016, Istanbul.
82Constanze Letsch, ‘Syrian Conflict Brings Sectarian Tensions to Turkey’s Tolerant Hatay Province’, The Guardian,
September 3, 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/sep/03/syria-crisis-threatens-turkish-tolerance
(accessed June 14, 2019).

83Steven Sotloff, ‘The Alawite Towns that Support Syria’s Assad’, Time, September 10, 2012, http://world.time.com/
2012/09/10/the-alawite-towns-that-support-syrias-assad-in-turkey/.

84Interview with Namık Kemal Dinç, July 2016, Istanbul.
85Interview with Ali Özen, July 2016, Istanbul.
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from Syria, states that if the Turkish state had not discriminated against the Alawites of
Syria, there probably would not be as much of a solidarity between the Turkish Alevis
and Syrian Alawites.86 Recalling when he met some of the first Alawite refugees, Çam
notes ‘they did not trust us in the beginning; not until they see the pictures of Ali and
some of the common symbols that indicate our beliefs.’ The clear transformation of the
communication and relations between the two communities in the aftermath of the
Syrian War indicates a new bond, which is best explained by the solidarity theologies
framework.

The Turkish government’s embrace of the Sunni rebels led to the ‘Pakistanization’ of
the Turkish cities of Hatay and Mardin and their use by Al-Qaeda affiliates as bases.87

Zeynel Odabaşı, Chair of Sultangazi Pir Sultan Abdal Foundation, a non-governmental
organization that advocates for Alevi cultural and political rights, says Turkey made the
mistake of involving itself in the Syrian conflict by supporting the Sunni rebels; accord-
ingly, ‘neither the Alevis nor the Alawites feel secure in their daily lives nowadays; what
happens today in Syria and Iraq might happen tomorrow as well in Turkey, and hence
our struggle will continue’.88 Some Alevi leaders draw parallels between the Shia
founding story and the current situation; Veli Gülsoy, head of the congregation at the
Hacı Bektaş Cemevi, for example, likens ISIL to Yazid, a caliph seen as responsible for the
Karbala massacre in the seventh century, which cost the lives of Ali’s followers.89 It is also
a concern that the plight of the Alawite refugees and the problems they face are not
represented in mainstream Turkish media; and that these refugees feel politically
exposed and vulnerable in Turkey.90

The conditions in and the location of the refugee camps quickly became another
issue of concern. First of all, the camps established in or near Alevi villages constituted
a threat to the Alevi existence and created an atmosphere of fear; Haferlach and Kurban
report that given the historical experiences of violence against the Alevis, ‘fears of
retaliation by refugees, who are overwhelmingly Sunni Arabs seeking refuge from an
Alevite regime in Syria, have added an ethnic-sectarian dimension to the issue’.91

Second, the Sunni supporters of the Syrian opposition, by far the largest group in the
camps, threatened Alawites in these camps. For this reason, Odabaşı advocated separate
camps for Alawites.92 Ali Kenanoğlu, Chair of the Hubyar Sultan Alevi Cultural
Association, noted that several Turkish Alevi associations have organized efforts to assist
and host refugees and estimates their numbers as ‘between 8,000 and 10,000 in the
border towns and between 3,000 and 5,000 in major cities’.93 He further commented:

86Interview with Hıdır Çam, July 2016, Istanbul.
87Patrick Cockburn, ‘Turkish Shias in Fear of Life in the Edge’, The Independent, March 19, 2014, https://www.
independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/turkish-shias-in-fear-of-life-on-the-edge-8862645.html (accessed March 23,
2019).

88Interview with Zeynel Odabaşı, July 2014, Istanbul.
89Omar Waraich, Faith and Fear in Istanbul, Slate, November 21, 2014, https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2014/11/the-
alevis-will-the-fallout-form-the-war-in-syria-make-things-worse-for-turkeys-largest-religious-minority.html (accessed
March 30, 2019).

90Pinar Tremblay, Syrian Alawites Hope for Change in Turkey, Al-Monitor, November 15, 2013, https://www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/originals/2013/11/alevis-hope-change-turkey.html (accessed August 20, 2019).

91Lisa Haferlach and Dilek Kurban, ‘Lessons Learnt from the EU-Turkey Refugee Agreement in Guiding EU Migration
Partnerships with Origin and Transit Countries’, Global Policy 8, no. 4 (2017): 88.

92Interview with Zeynel Odabaşı, July 2014, Istanbul.
93‘Mülteciler insanlık sorunudur’ (trans. ‘Refugees are a Humanity Problem’), Etkin Haber Ajansi, September 23, 2013,
http://www.etha.com.tr/Haber/2013/09/23/guncel/multeciler-insanlik-sorunudur/(accessed March 22, 2019).
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‘Tayyip Erdoğan’s government is allergic to Alevis. It’s the same with the Alawites from
Syria.’ Chair of the Hacı Bektaş Veli Anadolu Cultural Foundation, Ercan Geçmez, takes
a similar line, noting that the Alawite refugees cannot remain safely in the refugee
camps and are therefore effectively homeless and are vulnerable to the threat posed by
human smugglers.94

The material support that the Alevi communities of Turkey have provided to the
Syrian Alawite refugees in the face of common threats has brought these two commu-
nities further together, consolidating the theology of solidarity, belonging, and advo-
cacy. As a consequence, Alevis have begun to include the Alawite community in their
discourse and advocacy. This joint discourse and identification became possible only
after intensified securitization of Sunni identity, and the rise of fundamentalism and
political Islam, both in Turkey and in Syria.

Conclusion

I argue that when threats to their identity manifest, ethno-religious communities will
strategically identify with other communities, and create new forms of identities and
solidarities embedded in shared elements of tradition. This does not always mean that
they will come under one tradition. There are multiple examples of strategic identity
alliances in history—fully or partly based on shared theological precepts—in the face of
threats. In this article, I introduce a novel theoretical framework that can help us analyse
this specific type of identity alliance with more nuance.

The securitization of religion in Turkish and Syrian politics and the increasing Sunni
fundamentalist threat in the Levant region have led to a new theology of solidarity,
belonging, and advocacy between Alevis of Turkey and the Syrian Alawites. Despite their
different backgrounds and traditions, shared threat perceptions and the alienating
discourses of political leaders have seen the Alevis of Turkey and the Alawites of Syria
begin to identify with each other. This identification does not mean the communities
have become one and the same. Rather, it shows that the scope and parameters of
belonging and advocacy can quickly change in the face of conflict. We saw the same
logic of adaptation manifest when Alevism, as an umbrella for multiple sub-traditions,
expanded its initial Turkish-centric focus to include Kurdish Alevis in the late 1980s. The
Syrian civil war has not only brought about a solidarity theology among the Alevis of
Turkey and the Alawites of Syria, but has also consolidated the common concerns and
perspectives of Turkish/Kurdish Alevis and Arab Alawites of Turkey (also see Eichler,
2014; Jenkins et al, 2018).95 Such changes have long-term implications in areas ranging
from human rights advocacy to foreign policy decision-making.

From the perspective of Middle East identity politics, these new patterns of ethno-
religious identification are critical, given that the ‘Western’ focus has mostly been on
alliances at the Sunni front. How the non-Sunni communities in the Middle East come
together, wittingly or unwittingly, against authoritarian regimes or Sunni fundamentalist
movements has received little scholarly attention. Even when they do refer to these

94Ibid.
95William Eichler, ‘Turkey’s Arab Alawites and the Syrian Conflict, OpenDemocracy, November 4, 2014, https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/turkeys-arab-alawites-and-syrian-conflict/(accessed May 14, 2019); and
Celia Jenkins, Suavi Aydın and Umit Cetin, ‘Editorial’, National Identities 20, no. 1 (2018): 1–7.
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communities in the Middle East, scholars and journalists often conflate different religious
traditions or draw lines between sects that occlude the historical or contemporary
political conditions that have prompted identity reconstruction. Theologies of solidarity,
at this point, represent a useful analytical frame to explore the merger, division or
transformation of ethno-religious identities. In a landscape in which multiple political
and religious ideologies clash, and the territorial borders are relatively recent, it is to be
expected that ethnicities will prove more malleable—and Islam more plural—than is
commonly assumed in academia and the policy world.

Although Solidarity Theologies framework can account for new religious/spiritual
alignments better than the alternatives, it still needs further development. One question
that is left unanswered in this study is how we can investigate the existing theological
alignments that weaken or break over time. Another point that needs to be further
analysis is how long theologies of solidarity last. Are the new alignments long lasting?
What are the factors that define the life span of these new alignments? Solidary
Theologies perspective, in this sense, would benefit from historical case studies and
comparative investigations.
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