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Although Alevis continue to live in rural Anatolia, segregated and
disconnected from city centers under the pressure of social isolation,
they have a clearly-defined strategy setting its hopes on the secularist
agenda of the new regime. For example, the Alevis believe that state
restriction of the activities of Sunni organizations has crucial impor-
tance for their security. In this context, it has become impossible for
Alevis, who maintain themselves in traditional rural regions and
modern urban areas by a typical ghettoizing approach, to sustain this
process of disintegration during modernization period.

Encounters between the Alevis and other religio-political groups
within this context created areas of tension and stress that contributed
to the already existing mistrust on both sides. Moreover, Alevi-
involved criminal cases and riots during the late 1970s likely pre-
vented Alevis from establishing social, religious, and political rela-
tions with other religious communities. As a result, social apathy in
the cities with large Alevi populations, such as Gorum, Maras, and
Sivas, has only intensified. As the polarization became acute, the
Alevi community has been inclined to establish their identity on this
segregation. The much-discussed Gazi events of the 1990s, and more
recently the Madimak Events (Sivas Massacre) in 1993, during which
37 people, most of whom were Alevi, (including 17 Sunni) were
burned or smothered to death, have made the current environment
even more volatile.

Modern Alevis are experiencing an identity crisis, seeking to an-
swer the basic questions about their ethno-religious identity. How-
ever, differences within the community in nearly every area —from
theology to rituals, from political organization to the design of their
catalogues of demands— cause significant problems in forming a uni-
fied group identity. The problem is exacerbated by a mutual misun-
derstanding with the state. Whereas the state sees the Alevi commu-
nity as a security symptom or threat, the Alevis regard the state as a
hegemonic Sunni structure that is not upholding its secular policies.
Alevi suspicion of the state and the growing tension that this causes
have long been in the agenda of the government. How could be pro-
duced a permanent discourse which will hereafter be effective for a
reliable and trusted negotiation environment? Until now, the only
engagement between the Alevis and the state has been in the form of
economic support of community-based organizations. However, it
has been realized that the facilities provided to some organizations
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and foundations or the relations which do not go beyond the political
engagements have not contributed to the solution of problem.

Beginning in 2009, the Turkish government renewed its effort to
bring together underrepresented and mistreated communities, includ-
ing the Alevis, with the aim of developing a discourse in the area of
religious rights and freedom, as it is included in its political program.
For the first time, meetings with the Alevis did not focus on any fear
for the community’s security. The desire to extend the scope of hu-
man rights, and state protection of the freedom of belief and thought
has required to deal with the Alevi community and their severe prob-
lems. This effort was not based on the past, ineffective interactions
between the Alevi and the government. Any approach couched in
these terms would be pointless and even harmful for the Alevi com-
munity. Instead, Alevi organizations, representing all sides of the po-
litical spectrum, struggled to understand the current government's
new position and publicly expressed their suspicions.

In this effort, the Turkish government felt a need to take a step to
understand the Alevis leaving aside the historical perception toward
them, and immediately shared this with the public at large. The gov-
ernment had a great deal of work to do, including agreeing upon a
definition of Alevism and what the government should do for the
community. '

With this in mind, the Alevi Initiative was launched in 2009. Nu-
merous workshops were scheduled by Ministry of State in order to
determine the steps to be taken. The main objective of the workshops
was to bring the Alevis and the government together and to provide a
forum in which positive, deliberate steps could be taken to address
the problems of Alevis in Turkish society. The need for negotiation
and empathy required extraordinary attention. What is expected from
all sides was to communicate with, listen to and understand each
other.

The workshops, the preliminary step of the Alevi Initiative, at-
tracted a great deal of public interest and were followed by interested
people with great curiosity and attention due to their unprecedented
and unusual nature. As designed prerequisite for the Initiative, they
were intended to clarify the present problems of the Alevi commu-
nity. Accordingly, appropriate representatives of the community were
sought in order to accurately reflect public opinion, and, above all,
the true needs and sentiments of Alevi society. It was imperative that
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all parties be heard, and steps were taken to provide an arena for all
Alevis and others, in general, to participate in these conversations. In
order to invite not only Alevis but also all the society to an equitable
negotiation, it was a need, first of all, to share mutual responsibility
and develop a practical discourse against exclusion and discrimina-
tion. The aim of the official and non-official meetings was to ensure
the whole society to comprehend, and even to feel deeply the prob-
lems of the Alevis, and consequently to contribute to the solution.
Members of the Alevi community, academics, and representatives
from both non-governmental organizztions and political institutions,
and the media were all invited to participate in the workshops, based
on their different discourses.

Alevi public opinion contributed greatly to the peaceful function-
ing of these workshops. Throughout this meticulous process, Alevis
contributed to the Initiative not only within the workshops, but also
in their daily lives, whenever the occasion arose. The Initiative work-
shops revealed that Turkish society, despite years of effort to social
unity, knows very little about Alevi beliefs and lifestyle. Alevis con-
tinue to repeat their demands for democracy and human rights be-
cause they argue that these are designed for “the highest good”, even
though there is no consensus within the Alevi community as to how
and to what extent these demands could be met. Today everyone
admits that the Alevis, as a community, have suffered great adversity
in the past but have survived, despite near-constant pressures against
their beliefs and lifestyle. Such historically complex relationships
must be treated with the utmost sensitivity.

At this point, the most important effort was to determine the actual
parameters of the problems and to set clear procedures in order to
address the question in the first place and eventually to get the proc-
ess moving. Both of these topics were undertaken by workshop par-
ticipants. The stated objective of the Initiative workshops was to
change public perception of the Alevi community by replacing out-
dated prejudices and segregation strategies with a new functional
concept compatible with their perception of self. Because Alevis have
long believed that they were not regarded as part of the Turkish soci-
ety, seeing themselves, rather, as tertiary, this effort must not ignore
their own benefits. Accordingly, the workshops were intended to
remove the sanctions that impair the equality in an irreversible way.
Such an intention and determination eventually will bring forward the
usual nature of government-citizen relationship, forcing the elites of
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the state to be ready to discuss the type of institutionalized seculansrn
that has proven to be oppressive.

The disorganization of the Alevi leadership structure, and their
seemingly endless number of demands, were not taken as an obstacle
to the realization of the Initiative. Such a variety of opinions and ideas
is natural in a group of their size and only reflects the dynamism of
the group. Moreover, this diversity is expected to pave the way for
the new actors who dare to deal with thorny modern issues, notably
theological ones.

Tackling the problem resolutely will disprove the validity of negli-
gences and ignorances in the eyes of the society, as well as will pre-
vent abuse of the issue. The fact that efforts of some exceptional
rogue actors, bent on disrupting this process, has not gone unnoticed.
However, the government is confident that such manipulative and
provocative attempts can be derailed by including the variety of
voices within the society in its governance. In this process, goodwill,
patience, and determination are the main virtues that should not be
sacrificed. The main issue here is how the Alevis are seen in the eyes
of other social and religious groups, and what awaits them consid-
ered their image that has long been identified with depressed feel-
ings, hostility and exclusion, even though they created a notable in-
terest in the public with their demands.

Today, despite many studies on Alevi demands of all sorts, there
has been no notable interest in how these demands resonate with the
Turkish public. Alevis’ efforts to transform their presence to an iden-
tity are quite new and these efforts have mostly been formed by in-
ternal disputes and conflicts. The reaction to this situation by the
state, the Sunni community, the media, and nongovernmental organi-
zations has been both an important source and part of the problem.

The identity problem of the Alevi community is a multifaceted and
complex one. As an oral cultural code, they have been passionately
involved in the modernization process, and, as a result, have lost or
damaged most of their traditional beliefs and rituals. Alevism has long
been defined as a syncretic and eclectic belief system,; their being in
touch with new forms and ideas should not be a surprise. The struc-
ture of Alevism is highly adaptable and can continuously adapt to
cultural needs of the time. However, the disputes arisen from new
quests and tendencies have damaged the historical symbols, images
and principles of Alevism.
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Currently, neither Alevi perceptions of the Sunnis nor Sunni opin-
ions of the Alevis are acceptable by either party —opinions and per-
ceptions that are still deeply rooted in old prejudices and misconcep-
tions. Sunni belief that Alevism is not only an ‘Ali-centric form of be-
lief system, despite evidence otherwise, has been thoroughly inter-
nalized. On the other hand, Alevis see the Sunnis as descendants of
Yazid, who massacred Husayn b. ‘Al7.in Karbald’. Even though these
opinions are not supported with historical data, current sentiments
between these two groups are undeniably affected by them. The rela-
tionship between Alevi and Sunni communities remains at a critical
threshold, stuck in the political and theological disputes that defined
their relationship a few centuries ago.

Alevis levy claims of usurpation, cruelty, and discrimination, while
Sunnis blame Alevis of betrayal, deviance, and ignorance. Although
such abstractly-held ideas are expected to be not as strong as they
were in the past, neglecting them has been a significant impediment
to progress.

The national Turkish policy of secularism has recognized Sunni Is-
lam as main reference frame for the primary, acceptable religious
tradition, though it has not refrained from presenting the Alevis as the
unique guarantee of Turkish secularism. Nevertheless, the state has.
never been inclined to see Alevism as a separate religious community
that is different from Sunni Islam. The usual attitude was to make
Alevism subject to hegemonic network and influence of Sunni Islam,
and to put down comments that deem Alevism as a heterodox ele-
ment within the governmental expression.

Today, the academic world is deeply interested in the nature of
Alevism. Although the many opinions of researchers regarding Alevi
origins, beliefs, and ritual practices create different images of Alevism,
all of them contribute greatly in the effort to establish a consolidated
Alevi identity. Alevis themselves discuss the maintenance of their
beliefs, principles, and practices in two basic ways: in terms of con-
servative and radical Alevism. Conservative Alevism emphasizes the
necessity of the loyal and faithful preservation of traditional heritage,
whereas radical Alevism seeks to form a new and characteristic iden-
tity. Nevertheless, many Alevis emphasize loyalty, as well as enthusi-
asm to national unity, like the Sunni public, despite their troubled
relationship with the state. Many Alevis, who consider the govemn-
ment as a source of trouble, want the current situation to be rear-
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ranged, rather than transforming this conviction into a radical opposi-
tion. Even though the opposing rhetoric seems to have blended sur-
prisingly with both forms of Alevism, it can be argued that it was in-
troduced into daily life by leftist Alevis.

The unequal treatment of the Alevi has resulted in feelings of
anxiety about cultural exclusion and contempt. Indeed, it is clear that
annoyances, deprivations, and unjust treatment have, for centuries,
created a unique Alevi culture that can take easily any shape and
form in a given context. Today, Alevis estimate that they can get
through the present blockade as long as they stake a claim on their
current demands. Many suggestions such as seeking legal status for
Cemevis, calling for a review of the status of Directorate of Religious
Affairs in accordance with sound norms of secularism, and the con-
solidation of the lost or rejected status of their spiritual leaders, Dedes,
are intended to reinforce their security areas.

Whenever Alevism is treated as a problem, it is necessary to treat it
by considering the state (Directorate of Religious Affairs), Sunni pub-
lic, and popular media. In this sense, the position of Alevis in the eyes
of governmental mechanism has scarcely been treated and analyzed.
The government, the Directorate of Religious Affairs, the Sunni pub-
lic, and the Turkish media create a great variety of opinions and ap-
proaches that never coincide with one another. Omitting the variety
of opinions and approaches to the problem will only blind our per-
spective of the real problems. Hence, it is necessary to see what the
Alevi perception is and what it corresponds to within Turkish society.

The government workshops held as part of the Alevi Initiative, re-
vealed that a combination of public ignorance and a lack of govern-
mental attention has nourished distrust and misunderstanding by
both the state and the Alevi community. The results of seven work-
shops have been compiled, and the government has shared the re-
sulting report. Now, related discussions continue among the Turkish
public. It is hoped that the final report will provide a roadmap for the
development of a political good will and possible solutions to Alevi
problem that incorporate opinions and information gleaned from the
workshops as well as other public opinions and suggestions er\nerged
from these useful conversations.



