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The AKP’s de-securitization and re-securitization of a
minority community: the Alevi opening and closing
Ihsan Yilmaz and James Barry

Alfred Deakin Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia

ABSTRACT
This article evaluates the Turkish state’s relations with the Alevi community
through a securitization theory framework. It first examines the issue in its
historical context, comparing Kemalist and more recent policies, and
highlights that despite the ideological differences between the previous
governments and the current AKP government, for Alevis much has remained
the same. It then turns to the securitization of the Alevis by successive
regimes, and demonstrates that the period of de-securitization begun under
the AKP did not end the practice, and that political expedience led to the
issue’s re-securitization.
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Introduction

Alevi marginalization in modern Turkey has been debated in its historic,
ethnic and religious context, and as an issue of minority and human rights.
While this subject has been assessed from different social, political, and econ-
omic angles, it is yet to be analyzed through a security nexus. The security
angle is crucial to understanding the situation of Alevis in Turkey because
the state has continually presented them as a security issue to the Turkish
public. While it initially appeared that the Alevi Opening under the Justice
and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) government
would de-securitize Alevi issues, both during and after the Gezi protests in
2013, the government subsequently moved to re-securitize the Alevi issue
and, by directly vilifying them, used them in the new national security and
social engineering rhetoric.

In this article, we analyze this issue from a longitudinal perspective, deter-
mining that while successive Turkish governments may have differed in ideol-
ogy, they have nevertheless approached the Alevis in a similar fashion: namely
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as a security threat to the Republic. This is due to the fact that the Turkish
state’s Sunni-Turk ideology has triumphed regardless of party differences
on secularism or Muslim nationalism. While Kemalists wished to engineer
a secular Sunni-Turkish society, those in the AKP, including President
R. T. Erdoğan, have sought to create an Islamist Sunni-Turkish society.
While in recent years there has been some short-lived and arguably
genuine attempts to de-securitize the Alevis in Turkey, the securitization fra-
mework for dealing with the Alevis remained largely intact and, as a result, the
Turkish state has been unable to move past its tendency toward prejudice
against Alevis. Fundamentally, Alevis have always been cast as an untrust-
worthy ‘other.’

After a brief introduction of securitization theory, the article explains the
state of Alevis during the first years of the Republic and under the multi-
party system. The article then continues with the evolution of Alevi issues
and the hope for change under the AKP government, first elected in 2002.
We argue that once the AKP faced a crisis as voters began questioning the
inefficiency, corruption, and hubris of the party, the AKP sought to divert
attention and mobilize its supporters by turning to new enemies. Thus, the
party started scapegoating Alevis. An existing history of securitization of
Alevis made it easier for the AKP to once again re-securitize them.

When Mustafa Kemal Atatürk founded the Turkish Republic, he chose
Turkish nationalism as a social-engineering project to consolidate power
and unite the people. Turkish nationalism alienated Christians and Jews as
well as Alevis, who were different from the primary nationalist Turkish reli-
gion: secular Sunni-Islam. We explain this process from the nation-building
lens, arguing that the most important element in this nation-building stage
was to be among the desired citizens. This meant that despite one’s back-
ground, as long as one accepted the state ideology of secularism, and was a
self-declared Sunni-Muslim Turk, then one was acceptable. Practicing
Muslim-Turks were not desirable, as were those not of Turkish ethnicity or
from religions other than Sunni Islam. While Alevis were considered as real
Turks, religiously they had deviated, so they were constructed as an ‘enemy’
or potential ‘traitors.’

With the rise of the Islamistmovements in Turkey, Alevis were furthermar-
ginalized. One such group was the AKP, an Islamic-oriented party which
claimed to be committed to modernization, human rights, and European
Union (EU) integration. The AKP addressed the Alevis from aWesternization,
democratization, and EU perspective. The AKP government went as far as
admitting to the marginalization of Alevis and proposing an ‘Alevi opening,’
a project to include Alevis and desecuritize them. Nevertheless, with the Gezi
protests, the AKP government felt threatened and believed that it needed to
consolidate power. It first scapegoated the usual suspects: Western powers
and their domestic partners such as Kurds and Alevis, as well as pro-
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Western activists, bureaucrats, and the general public. During this time the
superficial goodwill toward the Alevis evaporated and they were again securi-
tized and marginalized as the ‘others’ not to be trusted and a threat to Turkey.
The main securitizing actors during this time were the Directorate of Religious
Affairs (Diyanet), the educational system, and the political elite through their
speeches. The securitization of the Alevis has had tremendous consequences
in the social fabric of Turkey, including murders, looting and further discrimi-
nation. In the conclusion, we suggest that similar studies need to be made for
other marginalized communities in Turkey.

Securitization theory and Alevis in Turkey

Securitization is the transformation of a political issue into a problem of
security ‘by the intersubjective establishment of an existential threat with a
saliency sufficient to have substantial political effects.’1 Securitization theory
has expanded the traditional study of security in terms of military power
toward society, identity, environment, economy, and other security referent
objects.2 It is based on speech acts and ‘doing things by speech’ which
derived from John L. Austin’s How to Do Things with Words.3 There are
three ways of dealing with political issues. Non-politicization, which con-
structs an issue as unimportant and not for discussion. Politicization, which
accepts the importance of an issue but leaves it to the public to debate it
before policy makers make a decision. Finally securitization, which fills an
issue with an existential importance to be dealt with by higher levels of gov-
ernment.4 Securitized issues are not open to public debate, but rather policy
makers are granted the sovereign right to take any measures to deal with
that issue.5 There are three levels of securitization: domestic, international,
and systematic.6 The securitization of Alevis in Turkey is at the domestic
level, where the political elite wish to remove it from public debate.

Securitization is a speech act that makes use of securitized words assigned
to the object of controversy. Nevertheless, in some cases association with
different groups, discrimination, marginalization, and context can securitize
an issue more effectively. Securitization has a process and building blocks,
such as framing, which makes the ground ready for securitizing an issue,
raising the security alert and associating the actors that will take part in this
securitization. Depending on the framing, sometimes securitized language
appears more through inference than actual words. Erdoğan, for example,
when he was asking people to vote for him, stated it was in their security inter-
est and that the head of opposition Republican People’s Party ‘is Alevi, and
you know that’, thereby framing the Alevis as an ‘other,’ an opposite to
well-being, security, and prosperity.

Among the most important building blocks of securitization is the referent
object, which is given existential importance. The survival of the referent
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object is linked to the survival of the wider community. Traditionally, the state
and the nation are constructed as referent objects,7 but this does not mean
that they are the only referent objects. In Turkey, the survival of the AKP
and Erdoğan himself have been constructed as referent objects. Securitizing
actors, which construct the referent objects and identify the threats, are also
important. They can be individuals, groups or politicians. Securitization
requires a threat to the referent objects, which needs to be eliminated; so
threats must be carefully constructed. In Turkey, for example, especially in
the 1930s, Islam was constructed as a threat against the state and secularism
(and Kemalism),8 but recently Kemalism and secularism have also con-
structed as threats by the AKP. Audience, the people toward to whom the
securitization is promoted, is also important. There is an expectation of
consent from the audience, which does not mean open approval but rather
silent assent. They are enablers who believe in the narrative and grant the
right to the authorities to use any means necessary for the survival of the refer-
ent object.9

Finally, there is the speech act. It is neither ‘true’ nor ‘false’ but it is a per-
formed act. John L. Austin explains it as doing or performing something by
words that actually finishes an act, like saying ‘I do’ and changing your
marital status, or ‘naming’ someone or something, or actions like ‘betting’
where in saying ‘I bet’ an action is performed.10 Security is also a performative
act; by labeling an issue as a ‘security issue’, policy makers turn an issue into
one of existential importance, facing a threat that needs to be defended by any
means.

As far as the Alevis are concerned, the securitizing actors in Turkey are the
same: the political elite and Diyanet, which have always been a tool for social
engineering in both the Kemalist and Islamist periods. The audience is the
same too, the Turkish public and other state apparatuses. The Turkish
public is statist and tend to believe in the ‘messianic’ duty of the Turkish
state to lead the free world for secularists, and the Muslim world for the Isla-
mists. Thus, when Kemalists securitized Alevis they constructed them as a
threat toward the Turkish state and homogeneity of the nation, whereas
when Islamists did it, they constructed them as a threat toward the Turkish
state and Islam. The Kemalists wanted to create a secularized Sunni
Muslim Turkish nation as this was the majority of the population.11 The
Diyanet has been used for this purpose too.12 Thus, the Alevis’ tekkes were
closed and Alevis were expected to be secularized. Now in the Erdoğanist
era, state security apparatuses are another audience, where Alevis are
viewed as a vast network inside state institutions that pose a security threat
to the whole nation. Once the audience accepts that securitization is necess-
ary, the issue has been successfully securitized. In addition, if securitized iden-
tities and groups are accepted as the ‘other,’ and are discriminated against,
then it becomes clear that securitization is successful.
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Turkish secular nationalists, nation-building and the Alevis

Since 1908, secular nationalists with a Western-orientation were the hegemo-
nic force in Turkey. Beginning with the Young Turk regime, led by the Com-
mittee of Union and Progress (CUP), secular nationalists sought
modernization for the Ottoman Empire through the adoption of Turkish
nationalism at the direct expense of the religious and ethnic minorities.
After the First World War, the CUP was replaced by Mustafa Kemal (later
given the name Atatürk), a military leader determined to modernize Turkey
along secular, nationalist and republican lines. Atatürk and his ideological
successors, the Kemalists, upheld an agenda of secularization, homogeniz-
ation and Turkification of a society in which undesired citizens were stigma-
tized and marginalized.

Turkish nationalism under the authoritarian one-party system established
by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk marginalized Christian and Jewish minorities. The
Greek and Armenian Christian populations in Anatolia had declined substan-
tially by the 1920s and also their status in the modern Turkish state had
become second-class since language and culture had become the defining cri-
teria for Turkishness.13 But the Kemalists’ toughest challenge was the Kurds
which constituted a large population concentrated in Eastern Turkey, and
who had different ethnic and linguistic attributes than the majority Turks.
The state tried to assimilate them by force and this paved the way for
armed uprisings during the 1920s and 1930s. Cagaptay argues that along
with military force the state also sought to emphasize the common religious
tie (Islam) between Turks and non-Turkish Muslim minorities, such as the
Kurds, in its attempt to assimilate them. All in all, Cagaptay argues that Kem-
alists employed three concentric zones of Turkishness: ‘an outer territorial
one reserved for the non-Muslims (with the Jews closer to the center than
the Christians); a middle religious one, reserved for non-Turkish Muslims;
an inner one, reserved for the Turks.’14 Nevertheless, being an ethnic Turk
was not sufficient to be first-class citizen as ethnically Turkish practicing
Muslims, Islamists, socialists, leftists and Alevis had been treated with suspi-
cion by the Kemalists. For the state, the members of these groups were not
desired citizens either.

During the Young Turkish and Kemalist eras, Alevi identity was re-ima-
gined in order to be used for the purposes of construction of Turkish national
identity in order to posit an ethnic continuity with Central Asia and thus
‘Alevis were rearticulated as ‘real Turks’ (‘öz Türk’) that had carried and pre-
served Turkish customs and traditions, race, blood and language since the
pre-Islamic and pre-Ottoman era.’15 Moreover, ‘Alevi identity, which was
perceived as heretical by the (Sunni) Islamic Ottoman state, became reframed
as constituting a ‘Turkish Islam’ in contrast to what was described as the ‘Ara-
bized Islam’ of the Ottoman past.’16 Re-articulation of Alevi identity was used
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to absorb Alevis through their reimagining as Muslim Turks and to create a
majority Muslim Turkish bloc. However this appropriation did not involve
recognition of Alevism, and Alevis continued to be regarded as suspect.17

All in all, for the Kemalists, the ‘desired’ Turkish citizen was a non-practi-
cing Sunni Muslim who was ethnically Turk and lived by Kemalist principles
and secularism. Yilmaz calls this ideal desired citizen as ‘Homo LASTus’, the
citizen who is worthy of benefiting from human rights and rule of law as
opposed to the undesired citizens who were stigmatized as sub-humans.18

Here the acronym LAST refers to Laicist, Atatürkist, Sunni and Turk. Thus,
the others of the LAST (practicing Muslims, Islamists, leftists, non-
Muslims, Kurds and Alevis) were framed as undesired citizens that needed
to be assimilated as Homo LASTus citizens. The state’s top-down social
engineering attempt faced resistance and the state’s harsh responses ‘led to
many massacres of the Kurds, including Alevi Kurds (the 1938 Dersim Mas-
sacre), and the demolition within Alevi social space of many Alevi
institutions.’19

Atatürk used ‘political despotism in order to break down the social despot-
ism prevalent among the traditionally minded Turkish-Muslim population,
for which he blamed foremost the bigotry of the ulema.’20 Thus, several
steps were taken toward full secularization such as the abolition of the cali-
phate, removal of the article in the constitution making Islam the official reli-
gion of the state, abolition of private religious institutions and places of
worship for Sunnis and Alevis,21 and completely jettisoning the Islamic
civil code including the most sensitive Islamic family laws.22 Nevertheless,
despite the official rhetoric of separating ‘the worldly from the divine and
to oppose the exploitation of religion for political purposes, in reality Kemalist
laicism became an instrument for control and supervision of Islam by the
state.’23 This has mainly been achieved through the Diyanet. Thus, in practice,
a state-controlled Sunni-Hanafi Islam coupled with Turkish nationalism co-
existed with westernization and secularization for the Kemalists.

On the other hand, popular prejudice and institutionalized discrimination
against the Alevis did not cease in the Republican era and Alevis have gener-
ally been excluded from positions of high authority.24 As part of Kemalist
secularization policies, religious orders and their institutional backbones,
the tekkes and zaviyes (dervish lodges), were closed. But ‘while the places of
worship for Sunni Muslims – the mosques – were protected as the official
shrines, Alevi cem houses were counted among the tekkes and were closed
due to their ‘unofficial’ status.’25 Alevis, particularly those living in major
cities, were able to find a place within the Kemalist system provided they
hid their identity. Nevertheless, they have suffered the consequences of
having no official recognition and are not represented in the main religious
organ of the state, the Diyanet. Right-wing parties have usually remained
distant from Alevis. The fear of losing the electoral support of the Sunni
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majority ‘might be one reason for the cold relations between right-wing
parties and Alevis, the main reason is more likely to be an ideological incon-
gruence arising from the progressive, egalitarian and left-wing orientation of
the Alevis in the post-1960 era.’26

After the 1980 coup, the Kemalist military embraced a policy called
‘Turkish–Islam synthesis’ in order to contain the left, which paved the way
for a more privileged place for Sunni Islam.27 As Kemalism was associated
with aggressive secularism and the left, the military generals preferred to
refer to themselves as ‘Atatürkists’ which was less hostile to public manifes-
tations of Islam. The explicit Turkish-Islam synthesis ‘policy of the 1980
regime to build a mosque in all villages that did not have one effectively
brought Sunni imams, earning a state salary, and the official Sunni worldview
into all Alevi villages.’28 But as the Islamist movement slowly gained momen-
tum – with the Refah (Welare) Party winning the most votes in 1995 elections
and subsequently forming the government – the military’s attitude with
regard to Islam changed considerably in the 1990s and ‘as threat perceptions
changed, the elusive secularist state elite aimed to render the Alevi community
an integral part of a safety policy against Islamic fundamentalism… This fos-
tered proximity between the state elite and the Alevis, and prevented the com-
plete marginalization of the Alevi community.’29

Rise of the Islamists and the emergence of the AKP

After the 1970s, political Islam gradually re-emerged and continually grew
until 2011, by which point the Islamists prevailed, acquiring substantial
power and becoming the counter-hegemons against the Kemalists. Upon
the 2002 election of the AKP, for the first time in its history Turkey was gov-
erned solely by an Islamist-rooted party.

Initially, the AKP avoided to expressing clear ideological positions,30 but
instead it argued that it was a conservative democrat party that denounced
Islamism and was pro-EU. The key difference between the AKP’s position
and the Islamism of Milli Gorus of Necmettin Erbakan was the AKP’s
‘attempt to downplay anti-capitalist and anti-western discourses associated
with this traditional Islamist perspective and to make it more compatible
with the needs of the dominant neoliberal economic vision.’31 By the dis-
course of ‘conservative democracy’ the AKP leaders followed in the tradition
of right and center-right parties that emphasized Turkey’s political gap that
exists between what they ‘call the common values of Turkish society (an indir-
ect reference to Islamic values) and the Turkish state’s ideology (that is, its
top-down, Jacobin-cum-Kemalist brand of secularism).’32 It was first the
Democratic Party in late 1940s and 1950s who challenged the Kemalist Jaco-
binism and Francophone values and modernization with center-right conser-
vative modernization and Westernization that was in line with the model
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inspired by the United States.33 The AKP has claimed this center-right legacy
of ‘conservative modernization’ and its political strategy of anti-elite ‘conser-
vative populism.’34 The AKP’s conservative populism is an ambiguous
mixture of material and non-material aspirations of the people and ‘is
based on a divide between ‘the silent Muslim majority’ and a ‘disproportion-
ally active and influential Westernist minority.’35 The AKP’s vague ideological
orientation also possesses nationalism as it envisions a ‘nation’ – a hom-
ogenous political entity with the members sharing some common character-
istics who share a common past and common national interests.36

Nevertheless, unlike the traditional Turkish center-right parties, ‘the most
striking and significant change in AKP’s conception of nationalism is the
role attributed to Muslimhood in determining the identity and the scope of
nation.’37 Muslimhood was understood to be a cultural marker of Turkishness
by the Kemalists and center-right parties. But in the AKP period, firstly, the
relative weight of Muslimhood increased and secondly the nature of its role
has also undergone a dramatic change since ‘in AKP’s nationalism, Sunni-
Muslim values are no longer conceived solely as one of the common cultural
features of ‘Turkishness’ itself, but have become the core element defining
what the ‘nation’ is.’38

Since the Gezi events, Turkey has evolved into an ‘extreme personalization
of the regime whereby the fate of Erdoğan as the leader and Turkey have
merged’ into one.39 This has resulted in Erdoğanism, an eclectic ideology
that is anchored on his personality cult. In this context, While Turkey and
the Turkish nation has been the referent object for Kemalists and Turkey,
Turkish nation, and Islam for the old-school Islamists, Erdoğanists have
managed to make Erdoğan the referent object by claiming that the existence
of the self-identified and practicing Muslim Turks is bound to the existence of
Erdoğan. Erdoğanism is a right-wing ideology and has the characteristics of
hybridized right-wing Turkish parties and Erbakan’s Islamism. This author-
itarian populist ideology ‘has four main dimensions: electoral authoritarian-
ism as the electoral system, neopatrimonialism as the economic system,
populism as the political strategy and Islamism as the political ideology.’40

The AKP and the Alevis

The AKP came to power in 2002 as a ‘conservative democratic’ party claiming
to liberalize Turkish politics and bring the country into the EU.41 Among its
platforms was a stated commitment to bring to the mainstream those sections
of Turkish society that had been marginalized by decades of secular Sunni
Turk nation-building. These included practicing Muslims, Kurds, Armenian
Christians and, of course, the Alevis.42 During the early part of AKP rule,
the government required the support of disparate groups such as the
Alevis, Armenians, and Kurds, as they faced a persistent threat from a
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Kemalist deep state with a history of launching coups against democratically
elected governments which they perceived as deviating from fundamental
Kemalist principles. The AKP elite promised to be different not only from
their Kemalist predecessors but also from their Islamist predecessors. One
of the biggest shifts from their Islamist predecessors was that they ‘took off
the Islamist shirt,’ in Erdoğan’s words, and tried to reach out to all the pre-
viously suppressed ethnic and religious minorities as well as the secular
Turks. Alevis were among the people to whom they reached out. They prom-
ised that Islamism was not in their agenda, thus the Sunni Turkish-Islam syn-
thesis was not to be followed. Minorities such as some of the Alevis supported
this idea to get rid of the Kemalist tutelage as well as the Sunni Muslim
pressure, while many remained skeptical.

The AKP initially continued with the Western orientation of their prede-
cessors. In pursuit of EU membership, the AKP launched a public relations
campaign (the Democratic Opening) claiming to heal the divide between
Turkey’s majority and its religious and ethnic minority communities.
Among these initiatives were ‘Kurdish Opening’ and ‘Alevi Opening.’ Its
‘Alevi and Kurdish openings were considered equally groundbreaking for
an Islamist party, especially in the case of the Alevis.’43 During this time,
the Alevi issue was de-securitized and the Alevis were promised a level of rec-
ognition as a distinct minority group.44 The AKP stood by the EU reforms,
and promised to engage religious and ethnic minorities and recognize their
demands. Nevertheless, after the third consecutive election victory in 2011,
and the increase of the votes from 34 percent in 2002 to almost 50 percent
in 2011, the AKP became more powerful. This was boosted by economic
success, the ousting of the militarist and Kemalist judicial hegemony after
the 2010 constitutional changes, and the 2008–2011 Ergenekon-Balyoz
trials. The AKP’s pro-EU stance and EU demands for the rule of law, trans-
parency and accountability were becoming a burden for the AKP. Through
crony capitalism the party developed its own economic, business and
especially media elite, through state bids and tenders, in exchange for
loyalty toward the AKP. Support for the EU in Turkey already decreased
after coolness toward AKP progress from several EU leaders. Jettisoning the
EU process would not cost the AKP electorally and it needed to construct a
new mechanism through which to fight any corruption and political scandals.

During the second and third terms of AKP rule, it seems that the AKP
started believing that it had neutralized the power of the old deep state and
thus it no longer needed the support of groups like liberals, democrats and
Alevis. This marked a change from the AKP promoting a kind of Islamic mul-
ticulturalism – where different religions could coexist in an environment of
pluralism – to Muslim nationalism, which places a priority on Turkey
being a singular, Muslim nation.45 By emphasizing the notion of a ‘Muslim
nation,’ the AKP was able to distance itself from the West, which served
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Erdoğan’s populist agenda post-2011 in response to Turkey’s foreign policy
difficulties with some Western nations.46 This change first affected the
Alevis as a neglect of their demands, but then turned into direct intervention
in their affairs. The government expressed its desire to once again assimilate
Alevis, or at the very least make them invisible, by building mosques in Alevi
villages as replacements for cemevis.47

In this endeavor, the AKP was not much different from the Kemalist
Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP), which derives
much support from the secular-minded Alevi community, which has also uti-
lized similar notions of Sunni Islam to ‘undermine meaningful differences’
and weave Alevis into their dominant unified narrative.48 After 2011, the
AKP decided to re-securitize the Alevis, once again referring to them in secur-
ity terms and marginalize them. The AKP has re-interpreted state narratives
of Turkish national identity, embedding it in the concept of universal Muslim
community. In doing so, the nationalist form of political Islam advocated by
the AKP re-imagines the Turkish nation as the central part of the Muslim
ummah.49 The AKP formulated a new vision of an ideal citizen who is a
pious and conservative Sunni Muslim in addition to being nationalist and
statist Turk, and is loyal to the President. Similar to their predecessors, the
AKP filled state institutions with their ideal citizens, especially since the cor-
ruption scandal of 2013, when they decided they could not trust anyone who
has not been ‘hand-placed’ into the bureaucracy.

Since 2011, instead of the rhetoric of inclusion, reconciliation and toler-
ance, the AKP has been focusing on appealing to nativist religious norms
and the Islamization of institutions for the purpose of giving the impression
of morality. This instrumentation of state institutions mirrors the efforts of
the preceding Kemalist administrations, but in reverse: while Kemalists
tried to raise secular generations, Erdoğanists have set about raising their
own acceptable citizens in in what they term ‘a pious generation’, implement-
ing the same social engineering methods through the appropriation of state
power.50

De-securitization of Alevis by the AKP: the Alevi opening

At the beginning of the democratization process, the Alevi issue was on the
AKP’s agenda.51 EU accession requirements motivated Erdoğan to deal
with the complaints of Alevis during the period he was committed to EU
membership. The AKP aimed to be more inclusive of Alevis by selected
Alevis candidates to run for parliament under the AKP banner, and they
nominated three Alevi Members of Parliament to create a parliamentary com-
mittee working on Alevi issues. Alevis continued to demand the recognition of
cemevis as places of worship, ending employment discrimination, removal of
‘religious affiliation from identity cards’, a revision of Sunni-based elements
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from school curriculum, an apology for past discriminations, an ‘acknowl-
edgement of the Dersim massacre’, and the return of confiscated religious
objects.52

Some progress, although limited, was recorded as part of the ‘Democratic
Opening’ process. Alevi programs were broadcast on state television between
2002 and 2007, and seven workshops dealing with Alevi issues were organized
in 2009 and 2010 as part of an ‘Alevi Opening.’ 53 This initiative did not occur
in isolation, and was rather part of a broader campaign, which also included a
‘Kurdish Opening.’ 54 However, some Alevis were cautious of the AKP’s
intentions in running the workshops. For example, Erdoğan organized an
interfaith iftar (fast-breaking) dinner during the Islamic month of Muharram,
a holy month in Alevism. There was confusion over the term iftar, however,
which is usually applied to the fast-breaking meal during Ramadan, which
Alevis generally do not observe. Furthermore, while many Alevis do fast
during Muharram, they argued that these are mourning rituals and should
not be broken with a celebratory meal like an iftar.55 Borovalı and Boyraz
argue that incidences like these ‘contributed the sense that the AKP was
aiming to ‘Sunnify’ the Alevis,’56 making the de-securitization of Alevis
project just another project of social engineering in Turkey.

Alevis were also annoyed that their wishes were not met or even meaning-
fully considered, since the AKP did not grant recognition to cemevis and con-
tinued to legally prevent their construction.57 Furthermore, the failure of the
AKP to include prominent Alevi NGOs, which perform the role of religious
endowments (vakf) in the absence of state-recognized groups, heightened
Alevi suspicions around the enterprise.58 Erdoğan did apologize for the
1938 Dersim massacre in November 2011, and although this was framed
more as an apology to the Kurds rather than to Alevis, the gesture warranted
some recognition. However, the AKP never fulfilled its promise to pursue
justice for the 1993 Sivas Massacre, and in recent years prevented the com-
memoration of the 1978 Marash Massacre, citing a need to maintain the
civil order. Alevi Opening events continued into 2013, but their measure
for success was limited since the workshops were organized in a way that eval-
uated Alevi grievances from a mainstream Turkish Sunni perspective before
ultimately dismissing them.59 In most of the Alevi Opening workshops,
AKP representatives seemed more preoccupied with encouraging ‘Alevis to
give up their identity and adopt mainstream Islam’ than with genuinely enga-
ging with their demands for equality and respect.60 In this regard, some obser-
vers have argued that there was nothing original about the AKP’s intervention
with Alevis, and the same process of engaging Alevis in order to make them
acceptable within a statist Turkish framework had been going on since the
military regime of the early 1960s.61

The Alevi Opening was not effective as Alevi demands for equal rights were
ignored. Instead, the government ignited theological discussions contrasting
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Alevi and Sunni doctrines while favoring the latter, leading to the impression
that the true purpose of the Opening was to transform Alevis into Sunni
Muslims, and continue the century-old method for nation-building and
social engineering. After 2011, the AKP began to slowly abandon their out-
reach to the Alevis, a situation that substantially worsened after the Gezi pro-
tests in 2013. The Alevis remained skeptical of the AKP’s self-presentation of
liberalism and pluralism. While the AKP claimed that the pro-EU democra-
tization reforms to be necessary for a well-functioning democracy, the oppo-
sition viewed these attempts as first steps on the way to an Islamist takeover of
the secularist Republican regime. Most Alevis initially ‘appeared indecisive
upon the appropriate stance to take in this debate, despite their widespread
conviction that the state establishment has long ignored the Alevis’ identity
and demands.’62

During the early years of the administration, under AKP direction ‘the
Diyanet had recognized the position of Alevis as one of the Islamic under-
standings or intra-Islamic traditions.’63 Nevertheless, in spite of these prom-
ising gestures, the Diyanet continued to exclude Alevis from their institutional
structures. Even in the administration’s early years, the director of the Diya-
net’s strategy department, Dr. Necdet Subaşi, wrote that the ‘emotionally sour’
Alevis were being politicized by internal and external enemies and could be
‘easily incited’ by those seeking to disrupt ‘social unity’ and ‘harmony.’64

This attitude went beyond individual statements, and was integrated into
the Diyanet’s 2009–2013 strategic plan as well.65 The Diyanet led the push
to stop the recognition of cemevis, issuing a statement outlining their position,
‘allowing cem houses to be considered places of worship may be tantamount
to supporting the birth of a new religion.’ 66 This demonstrates that despite
the AKP stated intentions, they never fully released themselves from the fun-
damental prejudices held by the state against Alevism, even at the beginning
of their political journey. When they stated that they were going to be more
inclusive to the minorities they, in fact, were endorsing the securitization of
the Alevis, and other minorities, as it suited them.

With the AKP’s pro-EU democratization reforms and proactive approach
to Kurds and Alevis, it was thought that religious and ethnic minorities had
been de-securitized under AKP rule. Even if that was the case in the initial
two terms of the AKP, Alevis, and others, were re-securitized as Erdoğan con-
solidated his power after 2011. In reality, the de-securitization of Alevis by
Erdoğan and the AKP served the same purpose that securitization served to
Kemalists. The de-securitization was used as a social engineering project by
the AKP to gain the support of Alevis. Then they tried to assimilate them
into mainstream Sunni Muslim Turkish society. Although not very
different from their Kemalist predecessors, the AKP government this time
was trying to seem friendly, in contrast to the Kemalists. They tried to
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achieve this through the Alevi Opening but when they understood assimila-
tion was not possible, they turned again to re-securitization.

Since 2011, much of the goodwill shown toward the Alevis, however
superficial, slowly evaporated.67 It seems that the AKP had come to the con-
clusion that it would not be able to get the electoral support of the Alevis. As
several scholars have noted, while practicing Sunni Muslim voters have gen-
erally voted for center-right or Islamist parties, Alevis are more likely to vote
for leftist parties.68 Çarkoğlu also found that ‘the tendency to vote for AKP
drops substantially as the sign of Alevi orientation increases; that is, as the
likelihood of being an Alevi increases, the tendency to vote for AKP drops
to a large extent. Almost a reverse mirror image of this tendency is observed
among the CHP voters. As confidence in a respondent’s Alevi orientation
increases, that respondent’s likelihood to vote for CHP increases.’69

Gezi and re-securitization of Alevis

The first overt manifestations of the AKP’s sectarian discourse is ‘traced to the
campaign speeches of the 2010 referendum, in which Erdoğan repeatedly
complained of an alleged ‘domination of high judicial posts by a clique of
Alevis.’70 It was also reported that ‘lower-ranking AKP members were travel-
ing through the country to spread the word among their conservative Sunni
constituency that their goal was to ‘rid the judiciary of the Alevis.’71 Moreover,
Erdoğan and several other AKP members ‘made sarcastic remarks concerning
the Alevi background of Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu,’ who was elected shortly before
the referendum as the head of the CHP.72

Erdoğan’s sectarian politics was further unmasked when he stated that
‘fifty-three of our Sunni citizens were martyred’ following terrorist attacks
in 2013 in the town of Reyhanlı, near the Syrian border.73 The situation wor-
sened during the Gezi protests of 2013. In 2013, domestic resentment of inten-
sifying crony capitalism at the expense of the environment paved the way for
large peaceful demonstrations in Gezi Park in Istanbul where Erdoğan wanted
to build a shopping center in one of the few remaining green spots in the city
center. Erdoğan saw an opportunity to employ securitization as a defense. He
reacted to the Gezi Park protestors with violence, using anti-Western conspi-
racy theories for the purposes of social mobilization, rallying public support,
and demonizing the protestors, critics, and the opposition. Since opposition
media were suppressed and criminalized, almost all media outlets became
mouthpieces of the AKP. During the Gezi Protests, some representatives in
the AKP presented the events as an ‘Alevi revolt’ despite the plurality of
voices involved in the demonstrations.74 The AKP also unleashed police vio-
lence against Alevi and Kurdish working-class neighborhoods as a strategy of
‘Alevizing the Gezi Park protests’ to counter and divide the Gezi protestors.75

During the Gezi protests, the Alevis (who were one among many groups
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participated in the demonstrations) were scapegoated and vilified by Erdoğan,
his party and his supporters. Gezi was ‘the first major occasion after the 2010
constitutional referendum where the AKP openly resorted to sectarianism to
solidify and mobilize its conservative Sunni Muslim support base against its
opponents and rivals.’76 Coupled with a growing agenda of Islamization of
society along Hanafi Sunni lines, the Alevis have found themselves increas-
ingly marginalized in a protean system. The AKP from misrepresented Gezi
‘as an essentially Alevi revolt by highlighting the strong Alevi presence.’77

All seven victims of fatal police violence during the Gezi protests were
Alevi and this exploited by the AKP which tried ‘to misrepresent Gezi as an
Alevi uprising. The release of a police report, according to which 78% of
those detained during the protests were Alevi, was no doubt part of the
same deliberate strategy to vilify the protests in the eyes of conservative
Sunnis.’78

Since the Gezi events, the AKP’s sectarianized securitization involved ‘not
only a re-emphasis on the Sunni – Alevi boundary but also the portrayal of
Alevis as a fifth column of neighboring Iran and Syria through the conflation
of Alevis with Alawites and their rearticulation as a Shi’a minority.’79 After the
July 2016 coup attempt Alevis were targeted by the AKP’s media and anti-
coup crowds marched into Alevi neighborhoods, raising the specter of sectar-
ian civil conflict and massacre that happened in 1970s.80 As part of the de-
securitization of the Alevi issue, the AKP ‘sources and media propagated
the allegation that Alevis were going to be used to provoke a Sunni–Alevi
civil war in the country, even going as far as to claim that 50,000 Iranian-
backed Shi’a militias as well as Alawites from Syria, ultimately backed by
the United States, would have occupied the country had the coup been
successful.’81

Securitization means bringing an issue to the security realm, but it also
means not dealing with it in the public realm as it is high politics that only
‘we, the high-level political elite’ can deal with. While de-securitizing the
Alevis, Erdoğan had to deal with this issue every day. He had to be careful
in his speeches, had to apologize, and had to explain to his base what he
was doing. This ran against his dominant character and his ambitions of per-
sonalist rule. So, he took the issue off the political agenda and resorted to
securitization again. By the end of 2013, Erdoğan then became suspicious
of everyone that is not completely loyal to him, or that questioned him in
any way.

Another mitigating factor has been the intensification of the civil war in the
neighboring Syria, especially as Turkey’s opposition to the Assad regime
became more concrete. Alevis found themselves once against misrepresented
as Alawites and Shi’a Muslims. In 2011 Erdoğan went as far as to accuse Kiliç-
daroğlu, who has an Alevi background, of supporting the Assad regime as a
matter of ‘sectarian solidarity’ between Alevis and Alawites. Alevis felt
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humiliated by the statements of AKP officials about Kılıcdaroglu. After he
‘questioned the AKP government’s Syrian policy, officials from the ruling
party, including the PM, implied that the CHP leader’s support for the
Assad regime was based on his Alevi origins, exacerbating the annoyance of
the Alevis.’82

Furthermore, the direct support that the government gave to Syrian rebels,
including radical jihadists, caused great concern for all non-Sunni minorities.
The arrival of millions of Syrian refugees and their resettlement in traditionally
Alevi areas worried the community that there was a new policy of demographic
engineering taking place. Some Alevis saw a sinister hand in infrastructure pro-
jects as well, such as a construction venture in Armutlu on the Sea of Marmara
which resulted in the town’s mostly Alevi residents becoming homeless.83

Alevis have reacted by moving toward the other parties, and a number of
Alevi deputies entered the parliament in 2015 for the CHP, signaling an oppor-
tunity to create an opposition bloc.84 Nevertheless, even they hide their identity
as this is the way of making it into Turkish politics. The public was unaware of
Kilicdaroglu’s Alevi background until Erdoğan used his heritage as an insult.
The public was also unaware of the Alevi background of Eren Erdem (an
ousted MP from CHP who was imprisoned the same week as Erdoğan won
the presidential elections of 2018) until he requested an Alevi clergyman for
religious consultation, which is a right given to Muslims and non-Muslim
‘officially recognized’ religious groups. He was denied on the justification that
Alevism is not officially recognized as a religion in Turkey.85

In recent years, Alevis have faced disparaging remarks from senior Turkish
officials after Erdoğan himself has encouraged such remarks. In 2015,
Erdoğan directly denied the legitimacy of Alevism, claiming that ‘If being
an Alevi means loving Ali, no one can be more Alevi than me. But if
Alevism is a religion then Erdoğan is not there.’86 He has also stated that
cemevis are not places of worship and described one of them as ‘monstrous.’87

Furthermore, after the failed coup attempt in 2016, cemevis were raided by the
government and it has been claimed that the number of mosques in Alevi
populated villages increased.88 Alevis have been struggling for recognition
of the legal status of their community as well as their worship halls and
they have taken their cases to the European Court of Human Rights.
Despite the court’s pro-Alevi rulings, ‘successive AKP governments have
refused to undertake legal steps mandated by Strasbourg’s verdicts.’89 The
AKP essentially rejected Alevi demands for the recognition of cemevis as
places of worship.90 As Sunni mosques get an appointed imam paid for by
the treasury, the Alevis, (as 10 percent of the taxpaying population) have
argued that equity cannot be achieved unless their cemevis have a similar
status and access to resources.91

In addition, insensitivity toward Alevis remains prominent at senior levels
of the state. A day before the Gezi Protests began, the then President Abdullah
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Gül attended a ceremony for the construction of a third bridge over the Bos-
porus. In his speech, he announced that the bridge would be named ‘Yavuz
Sultan Selim Bridge’ after a controversial Ottoman sultan. Selim the Grim,
as he is known in English, fought a series of wars against Safavid Iran in
the early sixteenth century. The Safavids had recently adopted Twelver
Shi’ism as their state religion, and their main military and political support
base came from a Turkic tribe known as the Qizilbash (Azeri Turkish: red
heads) because they wore a twelve-gored red headdress representing the
Twelve Imams of Shi’ism.92 As the Alevis have some shared beliefs with
Shi’ism (despite not being Shi’a) and are often confusingly known as kizilbaş,
Alevi villages in Anatolia, away from the frontline, became the target of reta-
liatory pogroms by the Ottoman military under Selim’s command on the alle-
gation of having sympathies for the Safavids.

Finally, the Diyanet has also issued fatwas against the Alevis; for example,
answering a question regarding the permissibility of a Sunni marriage to an
Alevi, a fatwa asserted that ‘according to Islam, a Muslim woman can only
wed a Muslim man.’93 By 2017, Sebahattin Öztürk, the Deputy Interior Min-
ister, felt comfortable enough to declare that Alevi youth are not hired in gov-
ernment positions because the AKP government does not concentrate on
groups to which the party is unrelated, which implied that the AKP was
only interested in hiring and promoting its Sunni Muslim Turkish suppor-
ters.94 A prominent scholar on the Alevi issue in Turkey noted that
‘Despite various overtures to the Alevis, the AKP has systematically elimi-
nated all Alevis from the ranks of governors and police chiefs of 81 provinces,
who are appointed by the government.’95

Conclusion

This article has situated Alevi marginalization in modern Turkey in securiti-
zation theory. Since the foundation of the Turkish Republic, Alevis were con-
structed as a security threat, linked with Shi’ism and Iran, a historic enemy.
Despite changes in administration (particularly in the rhetorical outlook of
the AKP and their Kemalist predecessors), the Turkish state’s Sunni-Turk
ideology has triumphed regardless of party differences on secularism and
Muslim nationalism. As a result, the Turkish state has been unable to move
past obstacles of prejudice which leave the Alevis as outcaste citizens in a
modern nation.

Democratization and urbanization in the twentieth century allowed Alevis
the opportunity to find a place within Turkish society, and Alevi activists
began to voice demands for state recognition of their houses of worship
(cemevis) and recognition of Alevis as a separate group from Sunni
Muslims. With the election of the AKP in 2002, and their promises to
Alevis and other marginalized groups, there was some hope that these
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issues could be addressed and Alevis, like other minority groups, would be
‘de-securitized.’ Through their ‘Democratic Opening’, the AKP expressed a
desire to resolve minority issues for the purposes of gaining EU membership.
This resulted in the AKP initiating a number of programs including consul-
tations with Alevis, an apology for (some) past wrongs committed by the state,
and increased visibility of Alevis and Alevism on state television.

The situation did not last, and a deterioration in Turkey’s democratic
standing after 2011 affected the Alevis in several ways. The Diyanet,
which had always been hostile toward the Alevis, began to increase its
criticism of Alevism, and members of the government began resorting to
insults when describing the community, reviving old sectarian accusations
of Alevi sympathy for Iran, especially as the Syrian Civil War intensified.
Faced with many political challenges, Erdoğan gave up on ‘soft-methods’
of negotiation and re-securitized the Alevi issue. In security theory, Alevis
were framed as an ‘other’ that could not be trusted and must be controlled.
In this article, the authors have demonstrated that this framing remains con-
stant throughout different periods of Turkey’s political history. The paper
shows that de-securitization of an issue is hardly the end of the matter,
and political expedience can quickly lead to re-securitization, in the case
of the Alevi minority. The Alevi issue in Turkey is therefore one of the
few examples of successful re-securitization after a short period of de-
securitization.
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