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Abstract 

As successive Turkish governments have attempted, AKP too is trying to solve the perennial Alevi 
problem as part of its broader agenda regarding the question of minorities. However, this paper argues that 
there are two fundamental obstacles facing Turkey's conservatives in reaching a meaningful solution. First, 
there is the ontological issue that AKP itself does not represent a radical break with the country's tumultuous 
past in terms of perception toward Alevis. Secondly, there is the ideological issue that the Sunni majority, 
who are at the core of AKP's concept of oppressed Muslims, are hardly sympathetic to Alevi rituals or 
complaints. Decades long effects of Turkish-Islamic synthesis did not bode well for that effort also. So, any 
recognition of equal status on religious grounds for Alevis would create a backlash for the ruling party among 
its rural electorate. 
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1. Introduction 

Among the many political ramifications of Turkey's increasingly sectarian and pro-Sunni foreign policy on the 
civil war in Syria, one of the most striking is the escalating tension between ruling Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi –AKP) and the country's Alevi minority. Glaring signs of Alevi discontent 
have begun in the largely Arab city of Antakya, whose inhabitants feel uneasy about the ascendance of 
Sunni Cihadist and fundamentalist Vahabi power within the Syrian opposition, even as the conflict adversely 
affects economic and social wellbeing on the Turkish side of the border. Alevi involvement in the Gezi Park 
countrywide protests of June 2013, especially against the authoritarian discourse of the prime minister, was 
visible from the start. All the seven youths killed during the clashes with security forces were Alevi 
(Ergenekon ve Aleviler, 2013) and interestingly of those six people, three of them, Abdullah Cömert, Ali İsmail 
Korkmaz and Ahmet Atakan, were Alevis from Antakya. Due to heavy involvement of Alevis at the protests, 
some commentators described the incidents as an “Alevi uprising” (Alçı, 2013). In this tense political 
environment, the AKP government resumed its reconciliatory rhetoric with the country's minorities, especially 
with Alevis, last summer. This was the government’s second attempt, following on its 2009-2010 Alevi 
initiative, complete with workshops, which failed to find any real echo in the Alevi community. Our 
observation of these events prompted us to write about the question of the Alevis and their problems in 
Turkey. Browsing through Alevi history and its theoretical foundations, we found that in opposition to Turkish 
state assimilatory or annihilatory practices, Anatolia’s Alevi inhabitants have remained defiant and become 
ever more vocal regarding their belief system and minority rights.  

This study argues that there exist two highly contentious issues that block any attempt by the AKP 
government to solve Alevi problems or fully reintegrate them into the system: One is ontological and the 
other ideological. On the ontological issue, it may be said that despite its slightly more democratic tone, the 
rhetoric employed by AKP is no more than a continuation of Turkish state tradition which has been shaped by 
Sunni sect of Islam. The historical conditions and balance of class forces that played a role in the emergence 
of AKP, especially in the environment post-12 September 1980 military coup, do not aim at any full-scale 
democratization of Turkish society. Instead, it can be said that the main political struggle rests on control of 
the country’s state and material resources for the benefit of a more religious fraction of the wealthier 
classes.  

The ideological issue is related to the religious ideology of the ruling party. AKP government discourse of 
oppressed Muslims against secular elites comprises Sunni Turks and Kurds, but largely excludes other 
religious groups. This discourse has treated the Alevi belief system as the ‘other’ from the start. Alevis 
cooperate with the country’s secular forces and any acceptance of Alevi/Sunni equality in Turkey would 
create awkward questions for the ruling party, stemming from the fact that AKP, like its predecessors National 
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Salvation Party (Milli Selamet Partisi –MSP), Welfare Party (Refah Partisi –RP) and others, tries to present 
itself as the real and most legitimate voice of oppressed Muslim identity. Accepting the grievances of Alevis 
as equals would entail a loss of AKP’s monopoly on religious politics. Moreover, given the strength of Alevi 
critiques of established Sunni orthodoxy, this kind of move could become the root of conflicts with in AKP’s 
electoral base, especially in rural areas. Due to these ontological and ideological problems, the AKP 
government in Turkey cannot come up with a meaningful solution to the Alevi issue.  

The article proceeds as follows: The opening part of the essay will explain the history and formation 
phase of the Alevi belief system, providing information on how Anatolian Alevi beliefs differ from Persian 
Shiism and mainstream Sunni understanding. The second part will examine Alevi philosophy and its 
teachings on how to become an insan-ı Kamil (a mature, enlightened human being, close to God). This part 
points out the importance of the three steps, outside Sharia, that must be taken to mesh with the wisdom of 
God; Tarikat, Marifet and Sırrı-Hakikat. The third part focuses on the treatment of Alevis by Ottomans and the 
Turkish Republic and show that Anatolian Alevis have traditionally sided with minorities and the oppressed, 
thus inherently establishing an oppositional identity for themselves, especially in the eyes of the state. We 
further argue that this "otherness" has not changed much, even in the secular republic of Mustafa Kemal. 
The history of the Republic is marked by numerous massacres of Alevis, and unofficial discrimination meted 
out against them by state bureaucracy. It will be also argued that, the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis have 
became “official” state ideology in Turkey especially after 1980 coup and despite all democratization 
initiatives, it remains to be the determinant ideology especially at the state’s religious affairs. Therefore, this 
ideology remains to be the main obstacle in solving Alevi issue in Turkey.  The final part of our analysis looks 
at the dilemmas AKP faces in dealing with the Alevi problem and tries to suggest some possible solutions to 
this perennial issue.     

2. The Turkish-Islamic Synthesis and “Official” Religion 

At the end of single party rule in 1950 and the beginning of parliamentary democracy, prejudice regarding 
Alevi worship continued in the state and the conservative right, evidence that even multi-party democracy 
had not influenced the real kernel of the Turkish state. Turk-Sunni identity continued to be the all-embracing 
and implicit signifier of the desired status quo in Turkey (Hür, 2013). Particularly during and after the right-
wing military coups, “Turkish-Islamic synthesis” was openly embraced by secular military-civilian 
bureaucrats. 

Various groups were influential in the formation of this synthesis. In a sense, the emergence of the 
synthesis was a reaction to strengthening leftist movements (Ayvazoglu, 2009). Certainly, the appearance of 
the synthesis in the 1960s was not a coincidence. After the 1960 coup, nationalists saw Islam as a way to 
increase their popular support and influence in political and social arenas (Ertekin, 2009; Taşkın, 2007). The 
popularity of the synthesis among nationalists grew steadily in the 1960s and it became the main ideology of 
some organizations, the most important of which was Aydınlar Ocağı (Intellectual Hearth). Of the various 
organizations founded in the 1960s, it was the the Aydınlar Kulübü (Intellectual Club) in particular – founded 
in 1962 – that created the base for Aydınlar Ocağı (Taşkın, 2007; Özdoğan,2006). 

Many well-known nationalist academics and people from other professions came together and founded 
Aydınlar Ocağı formally in May 1970. Aydınlar Ocağı, in contrast to its predecessors, which were strictly 
Turkist organizations, tried to reach broader support by expanding the intellectual foundations of Turkish 
nationalism. The organization describes itself as a “national civil society organization” and refuses to affiliate 
itself with any political party. Since its foundation, Aydınlar Ocağı has succeeded in remaining influential in 
Turkish political, social and cultural arenas. Aydınlar Ocağı describes its main goals as promoting Turkish 
nationalist ideas through improving national culture and consciousness, struggling with ideas negatively 
affecting the Turkish nation, and empowering the nation by supporting its main tenets (Aydınlar Ocağı, 2014). 

In addition to civil society organizations, the Turkish-Islamic synthesis was also an important factor for 
some political parties. Alpaslan Türkeş, a former military officer who became leader of the Republican 
Peasant Nation Party (Cumhuriyetçi Köylü Millet Partisi –CKMP) in 1965, tried to combine Islam and Turkish 
nationalism in order to increase his party’s popular support. In Türkeş’s view, following a strict Turkist 
ideology would not bring political success. Instead, Islam needed to be integrated into Turkish nationalism. In 
accordance with its new nationalist-conservative ideology, CKMP was renamed as the Nationalist Movement 
Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi –MHP) in 1969 and statements on the indivisibility of Turkishness and Islam 
were issued (Ayvazoğlu, 2009). During the 1970s, alongside nationalist arguments, MHP continuously put 
forward Islamic references. Hence, several slogans combining Turkishness and Islam were disseminated 
among MHP sympathisers (Can, 2009; Akgün and Çalış, 2009). 
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Aydınlar Ocağı and most of the nationalist-conservatives supported the military coup of September 12, 
1980. When it came to power, the military regime closed all political parties, seized their assets and banned 
their leaders from politics. Although MHP was among the closed political parties, the new military regime in 
its activities adopted MHP’s ideology and supported the Turkish-Islamic synthesis (Taşkın,2007; 
Zürcher,1993). In order to appear neutral, the military regime targeted nationalist and other politicians of the 
time, but maintained very close relations with those nationalist-conservatives of the Aydınlar Ocağı. After the 
coup, Aydınlar Ocağı submitted its own draft constitution, based on its own philosophy, to the National 
Security Council (Milli Güvenlik Konseyi –MGK). Although the MGK mandated the Advisory Council to 
prepare a new constitution, Aydınlar Ocağı played an important role in its preparation. Hence, in July 1981, 
Kenan Evren, head of the MGK, announced that religion classes would be mandatory in primary and 
secondary schools. This was clearly a victory for Aydınlar Ocağı . 

The 1982 Constitution, prepared according to the military regime’s ideology, bore many similarities to the 
principles of Aydınlar Ocağı. Sacredness of the state and importance of moral values were emphasized, and 
laicism and the divinity of religion were combined. Most importantly, Article 24 of the constitution rendered 
religion classes mandatory in primary and secondary education. The curriculum of these classes was 
prepared based on Sunnism, and hence is especially disturbing for Alevis in Turkey. The curriculum teaches 
only the principles and practices of Sunnism, with the Alevi sect completely neglected. More importantly, the 
classes expose Alevi students to Sunni propaganda at an early age.              

Not surprisingly then, while enlarging its support base, the Turkish-Islamic synthesis engendered no 
sympathy among Alevis. In the 1960s and 1970s, when Alevis again identified themselves with the socialist 
Left due to the congruence of their spiritual methods with the goals of socialist parties and trade unions, the 
spectre of pogroms and massacres against them raised its ugly head. Paramilitary forces of the nationalist-
conservatives played a critical role in incidents targeting Alevis. From the events of 1971 in Kırıkhan, through 
the 1978 Maraş, Sivas, and Malatya massacres, to the 1980 incidents in Çorum, thousands of Alevis were 
killed or forced to evacuate their homes, resulting in a return to their maintaining a low profile and practising 
rituals privately. This situation existed until the mid-1990s, when the Kurdish struggle with official state 
discourse created an opening for alternative minority identities in Turkey (Bulut, 2011).  

Just before the AKP government came to power, Alevis and their civil society organizations were divided 
into two main camps. One, under the leadership of İzzettin Doğan, chairman of Cem Vakfı, espoused a more 
Islamic Alevi tradition and tried to cooperate with the official Sunni line under the umbrella of Muslim identity. 
As an indicator of this cooperation, Doğan has been the prominent defender of the idea of providing a 
mosque and Cemevi in the same building complex (Bugün, 2013).  Despite criticism from many Alevi 
organizations, (Aleviler, 2013) the mosque-cemevi project was put into effect a while ago. Other groups, like 
the Pir Sultan Abdal Association or Alevi-Bektashi Federation, have chosen to remain in opposition to official 
discourse and demand recognition of their equal rights and special status as a religious group (Soner and 
Toktaş, 2011). 

3. Alevis under AKP Rule 

In the early years of its coming to power, but more especially since 2007, AKP has argued that it wants to 
create a new Turkey, one which would represent a fundamental break with old established state institutions. 
In questioning whether this has been achieved, one has to survey the primary policies of the current 
government. Thus, in this part of the article, we will try to focus on three distinct policy areas from the 
perspective of the Alevi minority, i.e, minority rights, political party laws and education, since these are most 
important to an oppressed group in Turkey in terms of organizing its civil capacity and resisting any 
assimilation attempt. Turkey changed its accumulation regime and main social policies in the aftermath of the 
September 1980 coup. This coup was the Turkish elite’s response to the rebellion of the population against 
the economic reform program set forth on January 24 1980. Protagonists of neo-liberal change in Turkey 
aimed at completely transforming Turkey from a peripheral Fordist economy to a post-Fordist neo-liberal one, 
which would in turn suppress the lower classes and cripple the organizational capacities of civil society. The 
new framework necessitated a break with pre-1980 economic and social policies, so any actor who alleges 
to have as its aim a significant transformation in the country’s social relations has to prove that its policies do 
indeed create a meaningful break. At this point, since the post-1980 coup leaders and their supporting 
classes generally implement their  oppressive strategies in the aforementioned policy areas through the 
legal assistance of 1982 constitution, one has to examine the trajectory of  the AKP government in those 
subjects so that we can measure their promise of a new Turkey against the yardstick of the old order. We 
need to hold AKP’s past performance under closer scrutiny to see whether it represents a radical 
new beginning for Turkey in solving these perennial issues. It must be said here that any government which 
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perpetuates established relationships in major areas within a social formation is not expected to engender a 
complete breakthrough in fields like minority issues, since thinking otherwise means that various spheres of 
social life exist independently of each other, which may create the illusion that analytical categories of social 
science have ontological distinctions.   

As stated in this text before, Alevis were not accepted as a legitimate social group let alone a minority by 
the Ottomans. Later, the Turkish Republic framed its interpretation of minorities according to the articles of 
the Lausanne agreement, which identified only non-Muslim groups as minorities, and made no reference to 
Alevis. Throughout the years of the Kemalist Republic, Alevis, in order to be visible in the mainstream, went 
along with that non-minority status since implicitly this meant that they were recognized as one of the groups 
that originally founded the nation state. However, when the Kurdish struggle for recognition in Turkey 
reached its critical threshold, one may say that, like those of Kurds, Alevis' demands from the state easily 
qualified as a quest for minority status. Under UN declarations, minority is defined as follows: 

A group numerically inferior to the rest of the population of a State, in a non-dominant 
position, whose members - being nationals of the State - possess ethnic, religious or 
linguistic characteristics differing from those of the rest of the population and show, if only 
implicitly, a sense of solidarity, directed towards preserving their culture, traditions, religion or 
language (OCHR, 2010). 

An examination of the behaviour of the Turkish state after the 1980 military coup, shows that it still 
numbers non-Muslim groups as minorities in line with the Lausanne framework. In the Turkish psyche, 
minorities were always understood as second-class citizens and potential allies of Turkey's enemies. Even a 
cursory browsing of Turkish education and media materials reveals the dire situation that we are in (Kaya, 
2007).The project of Turkish-Islamic synthesis articulated since the 1960s has as its typical goal the grouping 
of all citizens under the rubric of Kemalist nationalism, ignoring diversity. This reasoning shows why it is 
understandable that Kurds and Alevis have been so reluctant to define their struggle in terms of minority 
status. Under the AKP government, which alleged that it wanted to create a fundamental break with "old 
Turkey", the interpretation of minorities was revisited as something akin to the Ottoman-era millet system, 
and AKP decided to compensate non-Muslim groups for previous violations of their rights, especially 
regarding property, throughout the years of the republic. With these policies, AKP aimed to raise the status 
and visibility of these non-Muslim groups in society. Though acceptable as a reform, one may argue that the 
Ottoman millet system accepted these groups’ legitimacy only, not their equal status(Bali,1996).When it 
comes to the Alevi question, the government has proven itself to be less flexible and tolerant, mainly 
because, unlike the aforementioned minority groups, Alevis have been vocal in criticizing dominant Sunni 
practices and violations of secularism. AKP has neither accepted the equal status of Alevi cemevis, nor 
signalled any recognition of the rights of Alevi victims of earlier massacres in history. Moreover, practices 
associated with the 1982 constitution, such as mandatory religious lessons, played a role in enlarging the 
electoral base of religious parties like AKP. Also, in terms of presence at all levels of government 
bureaucracy, Alevi numbers have significantly diminished under AKP government. These examples show 
that there is no great difference between the old Ottoman system that emphasized Sunni identity and the 
dominant and Kemalist stress on a Turkish nationalism which subsumes all other groups. Hence, in terms of 
Alevi minority rights, the current government has had no ontological break with the past. 

After the 1980 coup, the MGK(National Security Council of the Junta) took several steps aimed at 
maintaining its control over the political system. The first post-coup elections in 1983 were conducted entirely 
under its control with the MGK deciding which parties and candidates were eligible to participate. Several 
parties and hundreds of candidates were banned, and only three political parties approved by MGK 
appeared on ballots. Indeed, control measures were not limited to vetoing political parties and candidates. 
Some permanent measures were also introduced, one of the most important of which was the introduction of 
a new electoral system. As far as the leaders of 1980 coup were concerned, small parties were a source of 
danger for the newly-designed political system and they should not be represented in parliament. In order to 
achieve this end, a nationwide 10% electoral threshold was put into effect for the first time in the republic’s 
history, thus guaranteeing that bigger parties were favored and smaller ones prevented from having any 
presence in parliament. The 10 % electoral threshold has been in effect in Turkey at all parliamentary 
elections since 1983. 

In contrast to its democratization arguments, AKP insists that the 10% electoral threshold continue. 
Several arguments have been put forward suggesting that it be reduced to 5%, but AKP seems unwilling to 
relinquish the 10%, which works in its favor (Gülerce, 2010).In order to enhance its national and international 
support, AKP is trying to appear as the political party which is bringing army generals of 1980 coup to court, 
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but it does not hesitate to support undemocratic laws and organizations introduced by the same generals. 

In addition to the new electoral system, a new law of political parties was introduced in 1983. This law 
brings several constraints to bear on representation of ethnic and religious groups. According to Article 81 of 
this law, political parties cannot claim the existence of national, religious, sectarian or linguistic minorities 
within the Republic of Turkey. The second clause of the same article states that political parties cannot 
involve themselves in any activities to protect, develop or spread languages and cultures other than Turkish 
language and culture (SPK, 1983) itself does not define Turkish culture, but it may be easily said that for the 
generals of the 1980 coup who officially adopted the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, this means Sunni 
Turkishness. Therefore, political parties are not allowed to undertake any direct or indirect activity related to 
Alevis. In addition, as may be clearly inferred from the law, political parties cannot describe Alevis as a 
separate minority group in Turkey. From its foundation to the current era, the only officially recognized 
minorities in Turkey have been the ones described in the 1923 Lausanne Treaty. 

The 1983 Law of Political Parties is still in effect and AKP does not seem to be interested in altering it to 
give rights to different religious groups. As we have seen in other issues, AKP is sustaining the philosophy of 
the 1980 coup on the issue of political parties vis-à-vis Alevis. While it is willing to deal with Alevi 
organizations like Cem Vakfı, which are ready to adopt AKP’s agenda in their programs, the demands of 
Alevi civil society organizations such as the Alevi-Bektashi Federation and other Alevi organizations are 
being ignored. Indeed, various activities have been carried out to discredit Alevi organizations. For instance, 
although the Alevi-Bektashi Federation has declared several times that it has no intention of establishing an 
Alevi political party, its activities for protecting Alevi rights have been discredited on the grounds that the 
Federation intends to do just that (Özgürel, 2009). Within the abovementioned background, when it comes to 
the actual practices of AKP and its prime minister, we have not seen very encouraging signs from his 
speeches, in which the crowds booed the Alevi identity of the opposition leader Kılıçdaroğlu, or in his 
remarks just before the 2010 referendum on the Turkish judicial system that promised to cleanse the 
judiciary of alleged Alevi domination (İnsel, 2013). Given the large-scale problems of democracy in Turkey, 
AKP government reform attempts in terms of judiciary and other branches of bureaucracy resemble more a 
struggle for distribution of state resources to its more conservative base, than a genuine move towards 
democratization. 

For example, if we look back at the 1990s discourse of AKP’s predecessor, the Welfare Party, we see it 
as quite anti-Western, with an emphasis on the religious features of Turkish society. This inevitably resulted 
in a clash with Kemalist military-civilian bureaucracy in 1998, and following the closure of Erbakan's Welfare 
Party by the constitutional court, the moderate voices and more liberal wing of the party decided to found 
AKP as a new beginning for the movement. When it came to power in the aftermath of the 2001 economic 
crisis, the new party was willing to cooperate with pro-Western sections of the business class, and gave up 
its strong emphasis on religiosity. This change signified that rather than opting for confrontation with rivals, 
Turkey's Islamists were choosing to create and strengthen their own business and intellectual class. Hence, 
the struggle over the distribution of state resources of the intervening ten years has revealed an AKP that 
broadly changed its Islamic identity from one that was at odds with the Kemalist republic to one that accepts 
reconciliation as a preferred method.  

In addition to all of the above, the AKP government and its base are greatly indebted to the pro-Turkish-
Islamic synthesis policies of the 1980 coup leaders and the Islamic capital that spurs its profits through the 
ongoing neo-liberal economic policies of successive administrations of the last three decades. These factors 
can be counted as proofs to support our argument that the current AKP government does not represent an 
ontological break with the history of the country (Üşenmez, 2012). 

We recall from the introduction that AKP’s ideological problem constitutes the second obstacle to their 
addressing the real problems of Alevis. From the start, AKP has championed the cause of suppressed and 
prosecuted religious groups in the country. The significant issues of this championing have been mainly 
women with headscarves, and the visibility of religious rituals and customs within the public sphere. 
However, Alevis significantly differ from the ruling party on these subjects, since, unlike Sunnis, they do not 
believe in covering female heads or in suppression of female sexual identity. Furthermore, any acceptance of 
Alevi tradition on equal footing with Sunnism inevitably increases the legitimacy of Alevi criticisms of 
traditional Sunni interpretations of religious rituals and morals. The most basic one would be the juxtaposition 
of Alevi belief in unification with God's wisdom with that of the Sunni, Shia perception of God as the ultimate 
punisher of people for their sins in their worldly life. Even though any acceptance of Alevi beliefs on equal 
footing may not cause too much disturbance among modern populations of cities, it may lead to a significant 
backlash in more conservative Sunni-dominated rural areas. Any survey of today's electoral maps reveals 
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that it is precisely those rural communities and Sunni-dominated conservative areas that have formed the 
backbone of the ruling party’s electorate (Türkiye'de Alevilik, 2013). 

Against this background, AKP government tried to convene two Alevi workshops under the leadership of 
its minister, Faruk Çelik. Reports of the workshop at the conclusion of seven different meetings emphasized 
the divided nature of Alevi community. The state demanded that Alevis come up with an official definition of 
the Alevi belief system and rituals (Alevi Çaliştayı, 2009). This demand is largely an expression of the state’s 
perennial dissatisfaction with the heterodox nature of Alevi customs, which strikingly shows AKP’s above-
mentioned ideological limits in its Alevi initiative, as well as demonstrating continuity with the so-called old 
Turkey. In addition to this, the government maintained a domineering presence over Alevis throughout the 
conferences, which climaxed with government insistence on recognition of the Directorate of Religious Affairs 
as the umbrella institution for all religious sects, and attribution as a kind of an upper authority to the Sunni 
interpretation of Islam. In other words, Sunnism as first among equals. The state did not show any initiative 
on mandatory religious courses or on alleged financing by the state of religious education through İmam 
Hatip schools. On the contrary, AKP has taken several steps to strengthen its support base by playing İmam 
Hatip card. With the recent educational reform of 2012, AKP brought regulations in favour of İmam Hatip 
schools by reopening secondary section of those schools. By the same reform, religion classes were left as 
mandatory classes for primary and secondary schools, and new selective courses were introduced for 
students at secondary schools. Among selective courses, there are three new classes about religion. The 
curriculums of the all three classes, ‘the Koran’, ‘Life of the Prophet Muhammad’ and ‘Basic Religious 
Information’ are prepared in accordance with Sunni sect. This means that, AKP still sees Islam as composed 
of a Sunni sect. Apart from those steps related to new religious classes, some other pro-Sunni steps have 
been taken by AKP. Ministry of Education made some amendments in its regulations for secondary schools 
in September 2013. According to the Article 99 of the new regulations, a room of worship will be opened in 
every secondary school if a demand arises (M.E.B, 2013). Although, a room of worship term is stated instead 
of small mosque in the new regulations, for the conservative policymakers of AKP, obviously this means 
opening a small mosque in every secondary school in Turkey. The new regulations bring opportunity of 
opening worship rooms for Armenian, Christian or Jewish students (Uçar, 2013).But when it comes to 
opening Cemevis at schools, the Ministry of Education does not seem to be interested in opening them at 
schools (MEB'in son atağı, 2013). So then, as a summary one can argue that AKP chose to pacify Alevi 
opposition by internalizing their critiques in the current status quo institutions. Not surprisingly, most Alevi 
organizations passionately reacted to the state’s offers, since their primary demands of real secularization of 
state and acceptance of their religious identity as complete equals to Sunnism before the law fell on deaf 
ears.  

Another factor bringing the Alevi problem to the forefront of the nation's agenda is the growing 
involvement of Alevis in anti-government demonstrations across Turkey. The apex of these protests was 
nationwide clashes with security forces after Taksim Gezi Park was occupied by radical youth groups in June 
2013. The demonstrations were also influenced by the increasing sectarian rhetoric of the Turkish 
government concerning the Syrian civil war. The Prime Minister’s heavy criticisms of Bashar al-Assad’s 
government were often perceived by the Alevi minority as criticisms of their belief system, rather than any 
legitimate antagonism towards a dictatorship. Several criticisms have been raised regarding the recent 
sectarian tendency in Turkish foreign policy. Turkey’s problematic relations with Iraq, Iran and especially with 
Syria were perceived by many commentators as the dominance of Sunni approach in the country’s foreign 
policy (Uzmanlar AKP'nin, 2013). For sure, perception of recent Turkish foreign policy in sectarian terms 
found its echo among Alevis in Turkey and perception of AKP got worse among them.    

In the wake of these events, at the ground-breaking ceremony for the planned third Bosphorus bridge, the 
government announced that the bridge would be named the Yavuz Sultan Selim Bridge (in commemoration 
of the 16

th
 century Ottoman ruler famous for his harsh policies against Alevis), and it is fair to say that this 

marked a point at which Alevi suspicions of AKP’s intentions towards them reached their peak. Several Alevi 
organizations arranged protests about the name of the bridge (Alevi Dernekleri, 2013) and the name caused 
the gap between Alevis and AKP to grow more than ever. In our conclusion, we will try to outline what could 
be done to partially alleviate the grievances of Turkey's 12-15 million Alevis. 

4. Conclusion 

From the beginning, this paper has tried to argue that the issues and confrontations between Turkey's rulers 
and the Alevi minority stem mainly from the irreconcilability of the former’s orthodox Sunni interpretation of 
religion and its associated rituals and the latter’s heterodox understanding of these same issues. Since most 
 features of the Alevi belief system radically questions the main tenets of official Islam and are perceived as 
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heresy by the large majority of Sunni & Shia believers in the Middle East, Alevis have always tended to side 
with the opposition and leftist politics in their respective nation states. Given the interplay of all these factors, 
it is inevitable that the AKP government, with its historical and structural ties to the Turkish-Islamic synthesis 
of September 1980 coup and its emphasis on the oppression of Sunnism by the secular state throughout the 
years of the Turkish republic, should have serious ontological and ideological constraints in its efforts to solve 
this perennial minority problem.   

What then would constitute feasible advice for Turkish politicians in handling this problem more 
appropriately? First of all, the equal status of Alevi Cemevis as a place of worship should be recognized. 
There have been occasions on which the current prime minister referred an Alevi Cemevi as ucube (a freak). 
Moreover, in the past, in response to a petition of an opposition representative for the opening of a Cemevi 
within the Turkish Grand Assembly Building, the chairman of the assembly surprised everyone by rejecting 
the request on the basis of some religious opinion from the Directorate of Religious Affairs. A country that 
defines itself as a secular republic cannot base its political decisions on religious grounds, especially if the 
subject is related to the rights of another religious minority group. Secondly, mandatory religion classes in 
schools and state involvement in religious education should cease. However, the country's recent history 
showed a different picture, as the state actively encourages religious education at every level in secondary 
education. The closure of normal high schools and their transformation into new Imam Hatip schools often 
coerces people into sending their children to these religious schools, as the only available option, especially 
to those students who are unsuccessful in Anatolian High School entrance exams. In addition to these two, 
assimilatory activities and secret intelligence gathering about Alevis should be stopped. In accordance with 
the principles of a normal secular state, the Directorate of Religious Affairs must be dissolved, since any 
secular country has to preserve its neutral status among different religious groups. It is clear in this paper 
that the Directorate represents the Sunni population, even though it receives tax revenues from all sections 
of Turkish society. Finally, there is a need for truth and reconciliation commissions in order for the Sunni 
majority and the state to face up to the country's past and its treatment of minorities. These steps would be a 
harbinger of a real democratization of these lands. 
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