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Abstract
In this article, recent attempts by the Justice and Development Party (AKP) to address the
problems of Alevi citizens in Turkey are analysed. After briefly outlining the sources of Alevi
revitalization in the 1990s, the article critically discusses different aspects of the Alevi Opening
process. It concludes by arguing that the Alevi question reveals many aspects of the problematic
nature of secularism in Turkey.
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Alevis constitute one of the largest belief groups in Turkey, numbering up to 15 million

in a population of approximately 75 million people.1 Alevism is sometimes defined as a

faith-based collective activism, an ethnic identity, a transnational social movement, a

socio-religious community, or even true humanism. It is generally thought to be a sect

of Islam, containing elements of Shi’ite and Sufi Islam, with Alevis being considered

as heterodox Muslims.2 Whatever the definition, which is heavily debated even between

different Alevi groups, the Alevi issue is one of the most complicated identity-based

issues in Turkey.

Alevi presence has had a troubled history in the Ottoman Empire, especially after the

16th century when the reign of Sultan Selim ended the influence of the Safavid dynasty
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which was instrumental in the development of heterodox Islam among Turkomen in

Anatolia.3 It was this legacy of oppression that led many Alevis to embrace the staunchly

secularist regime following the founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923. Mostly secular

in political orientation, Alevi groups would also come to be situated on the left of the

ideological spectrum, participating in the rapid politicization process of the 1970s by

adopting a leftist discourse of social justice and egalitarianism.

The embrace of leftist ideology would leave Alevis exposed to violence by groups of

the extreme right and to harassment by the governments of the Nationalist Front in the

1970s. The military coup of 1980, following the dysfunctional parliamentary politics and

alarming domestic violence of the earlier years, would in turn aim at eliminating political

fragmentation and polarization in the society by promoting the ‘Turkish–Islamic synth-

esis’. Using Islam as a unifying element in the Turkish society, the regime in the 1980s

would support Sunni-based religious policies (such as strengthening the state-funded

Directorate of Religious Affairs [DRA], instituting compulsory courses on religion in

secondary education, or increasing the number of religious schools). By the 1990s, these

developments would result in a heightened confrontation between the Alevis and the

state. It is in that decade therefore that one comes to notice the forceful introduction

of the ‘Alevi issue’ into the Turkish political scene.

This increased awareness among the Alevis, a process that some would call ‘Alevi

Enlightenment’ or ‘Alevi revival’,4 would be reinforced by at least five additional fac-

tors. First, the pre-1980 politicization of Alevis and their close stance with the leftist

movement in Turkey came to an end after the 1980 military coup. When this factor was

added to the decline of leftist ideology in the 1990s, the way was opened for identity pol-

itics, with burgeoning demands for recognition. In tandem with movements based on

identity rights elsewhere in the world, also reflected in the rising demands of Kurds in

Turkey, Alevi groups started to become much more vocal in defense of their cultural and

religious rights.

Second, increased migration of Alevis from rural to urban areas led the recently urba-

nized Alevi population to look for new forms of solidarity in order to carry out basic reli-

gious practices. The most important of these was the setting-up and maintenance of Cem

houses, Alevi centers of religious and cultural practice. Cem houses, along with the sup-

porting Alevi organizations, would mushroom in the big cities in the 1990s. Negligence

by state authorities of increased Alevi needs in metropolitan areas, in clear contrast to the

flow of state funds to Sunni Muslim practices, would further fuel the sense of injustice

perceived by the Alevis.

Third, the emergence of the Alevi diaspora in Europe and their relatively better orga-

nized and more politically savvy interaction with foreign governments has been crucial

in raising awareness among the Alevis in Turkey. Apart from their constituting an exam-

ple of more effectively formulating political demands and achieving relatively satisfac-

tory results, the Alevis of the diaspora were instrumental in putting pressure on the

Turkish government, with EU Accession Reports on Turkey frequently mentioning the

predicament of Alevis.5

Fourth, events with tragic consequences demonstrated to the Alevis the need to

increase their organizational capacity and counter political and social threats. One such

event was initiated by the participation of the writer Aziz Nesin (who had translated parts
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of The Satanic Verses) in the Alevi-organized Hacıbektaş festival in Sivas in July 1993.

During protests by Sunnis against Nesin, the Madımak Hotel where the Alevi group had

assembled was set on fire, resulting in the death of 33 participants. Events in the predo-

minantly Alevi Gazi district in _Istanbul in 1995 would prove to be equally tragic. Riots

following attacks by unidentified gunmen at several coffee houses would last for four

days, with 23 people being killed and more than 400 injured. Inadequate responses by

state authorities in both events would undermine trust among many Alevi organizations

and reveal the urgent need for setting up effective organizational networks.

Finally, the electoral victories of the Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi [RP]), first

in capturing _Istanbul and Ankara municipalities in 1994 and then in emerging as the

party with the highest votes in general elections in 1995, had two major consequences

for the Alevis. First was the growing sense of uneasiness due to the derogatory comments

about Alevis that were publicly uttered by the RP members of the new coalition govern-

ment. It was clearly disconcerting for the Alevis that crude and centuries-old religious

and cultural prejudices could find expression at this level of national politics. On the

other hand, the electoral victory against all odds by the RP was in no small part due

to the vibrancy of its grass-roots organizations, and there were lessons for many, includ-

ing the Alevi groups, to draw from this achievement. Even if they were devoid of exclu-

sive party political ambitions, Alevis would take note of the mechanics behind the

political success of the RP.

It must be noted here that the process of Alevi revival, which we have briefly tried to

analyse above, was clearly marked by the absence of a political-ideological leadership. It

was also ‘reactive’ in nature, shaped above all by the response of the Alevi community to

the traumatic events of the 1990s. It lacked a unified structure, a pro-active agenda-

setting strategy, or even well-thought-out policy proposals. Yet it was also a process dur-

ing which the building blocks for a persistent stance for recognition were laid. By the end

of the 1990s, more than 200 Alevi institutions would be set up.6 Many Cem houses

would start to operate not only as religious but also as socio-cultural centers for Alevi

communities. The 1990s would thus herald a new form of politicization and socialization

among the Alevis. The Turkish social and political landscape would be marked by the

increased visibility of a new, even if not very effective, minority group.

The Alevi Opening process: From silence to workshops

The decade of the 1990s witnessed weak and short-lived governments of center–right

coalitions. The response by such governments to the newly emerging Alevi demands was

mainly pragmatic in nature, limited to a few symbolic visits to Alevi festivals. It was only

after the electoral success of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma

Partisi [AKP]) in 2002 that greater political and economic stability would be achieved

in Turkey. Set up by the modernizing wing of the Islamist Welfare Party, the AKP would

undertake many long-awaited social and economic reforms, also initiating a process of

rapid law-making. Yet during the period of the first AKP government (2002–7), the

Alevi problem was mostly ignored, and despite criticisms in the EU Accession Reports

on Turkey, there was very limited progress on only certain issues.7
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The most serious attempt by the AKP at engaging with the Alevis took place in 2009.

Seven successive workshops were organized on the Alevi issue over a year with a total of

around 300 participants from diverse backgrounds. These workshops provided the first

platform at such a scale for Alevis in the history of the Turkish Republic. Also worth

noting at the outset is that the Alevi issue did not at the time have a particular political

urgency for the ruling party. The decision to organize the workshops could not have been

greatly influenced by immediate electoral and political concerns. The Alevi population

traditionally voted for the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi [CHP]),

the social- democratic and staunchly secularist main opposition party, and there was no

obvious reason to expect this support to waver easily.8 Therefore, although certain Alevi

groups were inclined to see the undertaking by the government as a response to growing

Alevi pressure, it would be more correct to interpret this initiative as an integral part of

the larger Democratic Opening process that also included dialogue with Kurds and the

Roma population.

At the same time, there were already signs in the way the workshops were organized

that the Alevi Opening would not yield as politically significant results as some would

hope. Uncertain of short-term political benefits and mindful of alienating its pious

Sunni electoral base, the government would closely control the workshops, determin-

ing the agenda of each meeting as well as the participants. Out of seven workshops, the

1st and the 7th would have a dominant Alevi presence, with the rest being populated by

(mainly non-Alevi) academics, theologians, members of the media and politicians. The

exclusion of Alevi diaspora organizations in Europe from the workshops would also

reveal the wish by the government to treat the Alevi issue as an ‘internal’ matter,

avoiding international involvement in any way. Therefore, though a historic step in

state–Alevi relations in Turkey, it must still be noted that the Alevi Opening was

decided upon, organized and carried out without any significant prior consultation with

Alevi groups. Yet in the final analysis the workshops represented a very important

opportunity for Alevi organizations to be heard and there was accordingly broad par-

ticipation on their part.

There was a certain ambivalence about the aims of the Alevi Opening that also left

ambiguous the overall nature and characteristics of the workshops. While one of the

stated aims was to establish a certain rapprochement between the state and the Alevis,

the expected political outcome, if any, of the initiative seemed unclear. At times, the

workshops assumed the form of an open discussion platform where different aspects

of Alevism would be debated at length. Obviously beneficial for achieving a greater

understanding of the theological, philosophical and historical aspects of Alevi identity,

the discussions would fall short of satisfying the expectations of Alevi participants. The

latter would want to steer discussions toward a more ‘issue-based’ perspective, where

specific grievances by Alevi groups would be addressed. As will be dealt with below,

such a mismatch in expectations would lead to serious friction between the government

and Alevi organizations.

As a result of the lack of a clear political direction guiding the workshops, the position

of the government would also be a serious source of unease. The government would

oscillate between being the ‘addressee’ of Alevi demands and assuming the role of an

impartial mediator in a problem purported to be between Alevis and Sunnis. Rather than
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addressing specific Alevi grievances, the discussions in the workshops tended to adopt a

Sunni perspective through which Alevi demands were evaluated. As a result, what for

many should have been essentially a dialogue between the Alevis and the state was trans-

formed into a debate with an unavoidably dominant theological dimension.

When theological arguments came to the fore, it proved inevitable that the need for

defining Alevism would be the source of heated debate. In this quest for a definition,

the relation of Alevism to Islam and the status of Cem houses as places of worship

would come under scrutiny. Whether Alevism was within Islam or not, and if so,

whether Cem houses could be considered as places of worship in addition to the mos-

que, would be subjects of endless arguments. This also seemed to put the onus on the

Alevi participants to provide an explanation of their heritage intelligible to, if not

acceptable by, the dominant Sunni tradition. Even during the 1st workshop, one Alevi

respondent would claim in exasperation that the discussions reminded her of the Coun-

cil of Nicaea,9 presumably with an equally small promise of a solution. By the 7th

workshop over a year later, the moderator would keep insisting that the state needed

to get to know any community that it interacts with, prompting the reply that after

1,000 years of shared history, it would be a shame if the state was still trying to get

to know Alevis.10

The issue as to whether the ‘Alevi problem’ was primarily theological or political was

unresolved in the workshops. Alevi representatives adopted a discourse based on rights

of equal citizenship, which would render the attempts to find a ‘proper’ religious defini-

tion of Alevism unnecessary. Regardless of theological justifications, it was argued that

the well-established religious practices of millions of citizens needed to be addressed in

an equal manner by the state. The ‘problem’ was a political one and it could be solved

only through political mechanisms that ensured respect for freedom of conscience.

For the government as well as representatives of the Sunni establishment, the need to

have at least a working definition of Alevism was seen as essential if a planned reform

was to attain long-term success. One aspect of this insistence was that the state needed to

know the (historical, theological, cultural) basis of demands for certain measures. A full

and proper understanding of the problem in all its aspects was necessary to decide what

the government could, and could not, do. A second reason for treating the matter (at least

partly) from a theological perspective was the conviction by the government that a suc-

cessful resolution of the Alevi issue required a broad consensus within the Sunni-

majority Turkish society. This ‘very complex’ problem, which reflected deep social fault

lines, could be solved only if a society-wide understanding could be reached.

The desire by the government that a reform needed to be broadly accepted by the

society at large if it was not to be the source of further tension was of course under-

standable. Yet it was not clear why convincing the majority to rectify an injustice was

solely the duty of a minority that suffered from that injustice. Surely the government

was not a passive observer in this process, and there were many symbolic steps that it

could take in order to prepare public opinion. Moreover, in cases of alleviating social

injustice, it was not unreasonable to expect governments to lead change. It will be cor-

rect to say that for many Alevi representatives, this was where the sincerity of the gov-

ernment was questioned. If the government saw the Alevi predicament as a case of

clear social injustice, then the obstacles along the path of reform needed to be cleared
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with a coordinated effort, not treated as prerequisites turning into insurmountable

stumbling blocks. Some of the reasons for the AKP reluctance in fully committing

itself to a resolution of the Alevi issue will be analysed below, but first we may need

to look briefly at another point of contention.

The Alevi movement in Turkey has been notoriously fragmented, and persistent

infighting between different organizations was a characteristic of Alevi politics.11 At

times this led to a plethora of demands with varying degrees of intensity, in many cases

with deep disagreement over policy proposals. There was therefore a lack of a unified

position among Alevi organizations, not to mention competing and conflicting claims

about representing the Alevi community. That the conditions were not conducive to

forming an effective pressure group, with the realistic goal of achieving political aims,

was therefore obvious. In this light, it must be granted that the decision by the govern-

ment to initiate the Alevi Opening and to invite all the major Alevi organizations to the

workshops was a very significant positive step toward Alevi unity. At the same time,

constant criticisms during the workshops directed at the Alevi leaders that they were fail-

ing to come forward with a coherent position seemed to induce Alevi organizations to

sharpen and clarify their demands. Despite lingering differences and internal conflicts,

Alevi leaders reached some success in being able to prioritize their demands and lay the

foundations for a more effective political strategy. Accordingly, the more intractable

issues such as whether state financial help to Alevi religious leaders [dede] should be

sought, or whether the state-controlled and Sunni-dominated Directorate of Religious

Affairs should be abolished or reformed were momentarily set aside. The three demands

over which there emerged a clear consensus were the provision of legal status to Cem

houses as places of worship, an official acknowledgment of the Madımak Hotel tragedy

of 1993, and the abolition or thorough revision of compulsory religion courses in second-

ary education. Finally, it will be correct to say that of these three demands, the one con-

cerning the status of Cem houses had the highest priority for Alevi organizations.12

The workshops therefore seemed to produce some degree of coherence and a unified

position on at least a number of Alevi demands. The rapprochement between the state

and the Alevis acquired a momentum, and a response to these demands would be

expected. Yet an immediate positive response would prove to be very difficult for the

government, as taking the required steps would necessitate getting uncomfortably close

to an inherent tension in AKP politics. For instance, granting a legal status to Cem houses

as places of worship would mean the acceptance of another legitimate place of worship

(apart from the mosque) in Islam. Yet in the eyes of many AKP politicians, voters, or

members of the Sunni establishment, this demand simply could not be treated as a polit-

ical issue fully devoid of theological concerns. This indeed seemed to be a point where

the ‘conservative democratic’ ideology of the ruling party, which provided support to

many other democratization reforms, reached one of its limits. Granting legal recogni-

tion to Cem houses would also mean bestowing equal moral and religious legitimacy

on this form of ‘heterodox Islam’, and that was not easily acceptable to many in the

dominant Sunni tradition. From this perspective, Alevis occupied an uneasy position

in Islam which was difficult to define and comprehend. Partly as a result of this, a dis-

course of equal citizenship deployed to legitimize full religious rights would by itself be

insufficient to reconcile such AKP constituencies to Alevi expectations. A ‘theological
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rapprochement’ that could meet some of the concerns of the AKP’s electoral base, on the

other hand, would be strongly resisted by the Alevi groups who feared that such consen-

sus could only mean the creation of a ‘Sunnified Alevism’ and hence Alevi assimilation.

What is worse, certain alternatives to try to bypass this conundrum did not seem too pro-

mising either. One possibility under consideration was officially to designate Cem

houses as ‘centers of belief’ rather than ‘places of worship’, with financial support and

privileges similar to those received by mosques. Yet it seems that the ‘Alevi revival’ has

taken such firm root that any such compromise would be seen as offering less than full

and equal legitimacy to Alevi rites and practices.

A second obstacle facing Alevi demands is a more general problem that is the product

of two peculiar fears very familiar to observers of Turkish politics. One is the fear based

on ‘slippery-slope thinking’ which is employed to suggest that a reforming step by the

state will trigger not only additional (presumably much less reasonable) demands by the

relevant pressure group but also similar demands by other groups. As a result, a certain

request, even if it seems appealing when taken in isolation, needs to be very carefully

examined by the state because it can pave the way for undesirable future developments.

This concern about the increased probability of further aggressive demands by empow-

ered and emboldened groups in turn fuels the other fear so prominent in the thinking of

the Turkish governing elite: the weakening of national unity and harmony. Since any

development that can be seen as ‘harming national unity’ is to be avoided at all costs,

what arises as a religious and cultural set of demands assumes the potential of becoming

a concern of ‘national interest’, and thus a matter of national security. Such ‘securitiza-

tion’ of the issue by the state, added to the slippery-slope logic, which always favors the

status quo, works toward making any social and political change extremely difficult,

even if the existing situation is unjust. Perhaps not surprisingly, the Alevi question would

be subject both to security concerns and to slippery-slope anxiety, with the AKP govern-

ment not totally immune to those fears.

Turkish secularism revisited: The impact of Alevi demands

In addition to the two obstacles briefly analysed above, it was the impact of Alevi

demands on a contested but crucial principle of the Republican regime that would best

reveal the tensions of modern-day Turkey. Alevi revival and the particular interpretation

of secularism that Alevi organizations increasingly began to adopt would force a re-

evaluation of laiklik (republican laicism), particularly in its political and practical impli-

cations. Debates on Turkish secularism, including its constituent organizations such as

the Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA), would witness an interesting shift in histor-

ical positions.

The relation between state and religion in the early Republican era is best character-

ized as ‘assertive secularism’,13 which denied public visibility to religion and controlled

Islam through a state-funded institution, the DRA. The staunchly secular or laicist pol-

icies of the Republic, although a source of grievance for many pious Sunnis, would not

necessarily cause a similar reaction among the Alevis. That is because for the Alevi pop-

ulation the early Republican policies seemed to provide a shield after the harsh condi-

tions of the late Ottoman Empire. Admittedly, the early Republican laws also harmed
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existing Alevi formations, although Sunni orders were the principal targets. Yet as

Zürcher and Linden rightly point out, ‘they [Alevis] were prepared to accept that the

Republic did not recognize them as a religious community, as long as that same Republic

would deny all forms of religion a place in the public sphere’.14 With Alevis in a very

weak position (and already used to practising their rituals in a semi-clandestine way),

suppression of Sunni Islam by the state meant restricting and closely controlling the tra-

ditional hostile rival. Thus the Republican secularist regime, though authoritarian,

seemed to provide protection to Alevis as well as some form of equality, even if it meant

only being equally deprived.

As discussed earlier, the balance started to change after the military coup of 1980 and

the rise and coming to power of political Islam by the mid-1990s. The institutions (such

as the DRA) serving and enforcing secularist policies started to assume a more pro-

nounced, notable Sunni character and fell under the control of governments with Islamist

roots. The institutions of republican laicism, which were once acting as a shield for Ale-

vis, were now increasingly seen as tools of dominance. This would force many Alevis to

begin to re-evaluate their understanding of secularism and gradually move to the defense

of a more liberal interpretation. What started to emerge (also with the help of diaspora

gains and understandings15) was a call for the implementation of a pluralist secularism,

with an emphasis on equal citizenship rights, enjoyment of equal religious freedoms, and

a fairer use of tax revenues in the provision of religious services.

It would now be the turn of Sunni groups to doubt the sincerity of Alevi organizations.

After years of painstaking legitimate political activity, there was the hard-earned result

of having a state acting in much greater harmony with the religious sensitivities of the

majority of its population. The defense of a new interpretation of secularism by Alevi

groups was seen as not only tactical but also harmful to difficultly acquired Sunni reli-

gious freedoms. This criticism was admittedly justified in taking to task the Alevis for

their previous support for a sectarian secularist regime. Equally, the sole motivation

behind the Alevi defense of an understanding of secularism based on equal citizenship

rights may well have been the desire to protect their religious and cultural identity. How-

ever, granting the instrumental nature of the Alevi position could not by itself provide a

justification for disregarding the substantive basis of Alevi demands. Surely, if the Ale-

vis suffered from an injustice now, it would be desirable and possible to find a solution

that would end this predicament without infringing the legitimate rights of Sunnis. Yet it

seemed that the government was reluctant to do this, as the existing institutions of Turk-

ish secularism were now deployed to arrange religious life according to Sunni priorities.

The ruling party would simply be unwilling to take any steps that might mean forgoing

the benefits and privileges inherent in a system that it came to dominate. It was indeed

ironic that with the AKP now enjoying the control of ‘old’ institutions regulating reli-

gious affairs, the Alevis were accused of defending a ‘utopian’ or ‘ideal’ understanding

of secularism, which disregarded the ‘realities’ of the country.16

Conclusion

The difficult dialogue began in 2009 between the state and Alevi organizations produced

no concrete results. The ‘rapprochement’ that the workshops aimed at reaching did not
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materialize either. If anything, raised Alevi expectations following this initiative made

the ensuing disappointment even greater. With not a single significant step taken by the

government, the fact that a dialogue was at least started with the state could no longer

satisfy Alevi groups. Reinforced suspicions about the true intentions of the government

would only fuel a totally rejectionist stance among many Alevi organizations. An open-

ing that was expected to bring Alevis closer to the regime ended up further distancing

many of them.

At the same time, the workshops have contributed to a more systematic thinking about

effectively formulating Alevi demands. Many Cem houses, although still operating with

semi-legal status, also started to become more instrumental in disseminating and shar-

pening these demands. With Alevi organizations much more vocal and active in the

social and political arena, greater Alevi socialization and politicization were thus being

gradually acquired. What is more, this politicization had the potential to be received

much more positively, as it came to be dominated by a discourse of equal citizenship

rights, emphasizing not only the legitimacy of Alevi religious freedoms but also the right

to benefit equally from state resources.

The Alevi genie is now out of the bottle, even though the short-term political impli-

cations remain unclear. For the governing party, Alevi votes are neither numerous nor

safe enough to be crucial for electoral victory. At the same time, however, the Alevi

community is no longer too fragmented and too ineffective to be ignored. Greater Alevi

presence in the Turkish political and social landscape is another persistent reminder that

different identity claims and religious demands can no longer be accommodated within

the structures of the existing regime. Alevi demands of effective equal citizenship bring

in particular the current practices of secularism under close scrutiny. The AKP govern-

ment is achieving some success in transforming secularism in Turkey to be much more in

harmony with the legitimate aspirations of many of its Sunni citizens. Alevis want their

equally legitimate demands to be taken into consideration in this transformation. Yet it

seems that their heterodox Muslim heritage presents a particular challenge to the govern-

ment. This challenge can be ignored for some time, but certainly not indefinitely.
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