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Alevis Vs. Alawites In Turkey: From The General To The Specific

(Based On Field Studies In The Town Of Hacibektas And Hatay Province)

Darya ZHIGULSKAYA!

Abstract

In view of its geographical location and the ethnic, religious and cultural heterogeneity of its population, modern
Turkey is of special interest both to orientalists and to a wide range of people interested in global political and

social affairs. In thigontext, the subject dfurkish AlevisnandTurkish Alevishas acquired particular relevance

i n recent year sAlevisdre aftervcenfused With thikAd ya'wsi t e sof SyMapleadingtoas )

gross distortion of the concept of Turkish Aleawis The * Al awites (Nusayris) are
wher e t hey constitute around 12% of t he country’'s
approximately 350,000 people in Turkey. They live predominantly in the southern provincetapf Aldana

and Mersin, and are ethnic Arabs. This paper is based on the findings of field studies carried out in the town of

Ha c 1 bandihHatay province and aims to highlight the regional aspects dAltheandé Al awi t e ( Nusay
communitiesn Turkey (t he * Al awites of Syria are not revi ewed
two faiths, their forms of worship and the traditions of social organization within the two communities. The
similarities between the two faiths are summarizeditheir distinctive features are highlighted.

Keywords: Al evi s, ‘Al awites (Nusayris), Islam, Shiism, Si

Introduction

Information on the Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis can be found only sporadically in Soviet and
Russian oriental studies, and somewhat more frequently in Western literature. Turkish
scholars have produced the most numerous and varied works on Alevism, ureteipim
lengthy history of research in this field.

The most noteworthy of the Western orientalists is |. Melikoff, author of many works on
Alevism and Bektashism. P. Andrews, M. Dressler, K. Kstdirohghi, H. Sct | , eDr
Shankland, K.Vorhoff also madéaificant contributions to the study of Anatolian (Turkish)

Alevism.

Research into the Alevis by Turkish scholars began only in the 1920s with the publication of

articles and studies by Mehmed Fuad Kopral o,

lCand.Sc . (History), Associate Professor, Institute of Asian and Af
dvzhigulskaya@gmail.com.
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of formation of the Turkish nation it became traditional to interpret Alevism (alongside

Bektashism) as an inalienable part of Turkish culture and Anatolian folklareadition that
persisted right up to the 1980s. Since the 1980s a huge amount of wdrkdmadone on
Alevism in Turkey. These studies vary in terms of quality, objectivity and content. One of the

leading scholars in this field in Turkey todayAisy. Ocak

The Arab * Al a?have keesn nud dessastudieid shiin the Anatolian (Tyrkish

Alevis. This is partly explained by the greater conservatism of the former group. In the West,

L. Massignon and T. Ol sson have contributed
most comprehensive study on yMheTa’iamembey of t
of the *Alawite community. | Hi s book was f i
the Turkish authors on this subject is HL T.k

Key theories concerning the emergence and development of the Alevi and ‘Alawite faiths

On the issue of when Alevism first emerged in Anatolia, it is often difficult to define this to
the nearest century. Thus, two crucial periods should be mentioned:"thé2l'lcenturies,
when some of the Turkic (Oghuz and others) tribes arrived in Msiar; and the 1% -16"
centuri es, w h eOttomanhstruggietini Aisia Mirsof andaAzdrhiaijan reached its

apotheosis.

In reality, up until the 18 century, perceptions of Islam by the Turkic tribes of Eastern
Anatolia were largely conditionednd driven by prdslamic beliefs (of various origins,

including elements of Shamanism, Buddhism and possibly Manicheism). The influence of
Sufism should be considered separately. This phenomenon can be described as a kind of
religious syncretism, or ea#c mixing of different religious outlooks. But as an independent
phenomenon, the Kizilbash movement (or *“Al ev
the 16" century and was strongly influenced by the Safavid dynasty. In theerBury, the

power base of the Safavid sheikhs consisted of the western Turkmen (Oghuz) tribes of Iran

and Anatolia. The disgraced Sheikh Junaid (124860) began to promote Shiite ideas
amongst these tribes. It is known that he was also strongly influenced by the idkas of t
Hurufites. Foll owi ng Junai d’'-5488)was teheratechby s n e\
his foll owers as the eart hl ynousdedweral givanethet of

2l'n this article the terms “Arab *‘Alawites” and “Nusayris” are use
?This article refereces a Turkish translation of this boeletTavil, Muhammed Emin Galibhr ap Al ev ™ | er i nji(@e:vTar i hi,
|l smail Ozdemir), Civi Yazilari1, Istanbul, 2000.

f‘This research was strongly inspired by his recent work.Fsées e Wiirrknadol u6nun Gi z | Ka kknniasn c¥a yNunslaayrri”™
Il stanbul , 2013.
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name “Kizilbash?” (redheads) f or tedteangles r ed h
symbolizing the 12 Shiite Imams. This headgear was also ctdjaehaidari. In 1487,
Hai dar’ s youngest son | smai/l w apswetbubShah.of He w

Iran and founder of the Safavid dynasty (Averyanov, 267268).

Melikoff likewise states that Alevism only fully took shape in thé" t@ntury. Yet back in

the 15th century, the Karakoyunlu dynasty was supporting heterodox teaching amongst the
seminomadic Turkmen. Belief in reincarnation, in the manifestation of @ddiman form,
veneration of Ali and the 12 Imams as a single godhead, mourning for the martyrs of Kerbala
and the cult of martyrdom were all typical of this extreme but, at that timeamned Shiite

creed, and influenced the development of Kizilbashthe in the 16th century (Melikoff,

1998: 162).

Thus, hi storically, the terms “Alevi” and Ki
culturatr el i gi ous phenomenon. The word “Alevi’”
century, first replacing and hen compl etely eclipsing “Kizi
contempt).

The contemporary Turkish researcher R. Camur c
when Alevism arose, maintaining that the Alevis as a religious group did not exist before the
16th e@ntury. In Anatolia, there were various heterodox groups that were in contact with one
another. But with the spread of the Safavid dynasty the essentially syncretic views of these

groups began to acquire more di dut2008cll). | egal

There is a widespread but mistaken tendana@qgtatethe Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis to the
Arab ‘Al awites (Nusayris).

|t should be mentioned that the term “Nusay
itself, while being widely used iacademic literature. Members of the order who live in Hatay
province in Turkey and write about the *“ Nusa
1994; Sénmez, 1994; Rende, 1994) .

The Nusayri order I s a Imtbevopimanof tS. Pvozotoh the S hi i
Nusayris, |l i ke the Druze, are a regional s ul
But not all researchers agree with this. L. 1

could be classified eofShigmyE&assignors 1981( 1@ mai n

This approach appeamsore convincing.

® The third Shiite imam Husayn and his supporters were massacred near Kerbala on 10th Octob&rc@8aufi@rram, year 61 of Hijri
calendar).
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The Nusayri order as s uregtdcentuties antl is naanked afienitsp e |
probable founder | r a q i t heol ogi bhammad bl Neghalnunaayrib wioM u

lived in the second half of the 9th century. He was the protector of the 11th Shiite imam
Hasan alAskari, who also lived at that time (he died in 874). The movement subsequently

became confined to the northwestern part of Syria.

However,ithere areothe i nt er pret ati ons of the etymol ogy
of the Latin term “nazerini”, which referrec
Kuf a; 3) Nasrani (an Arabic term for Chri st

Nusayra mountain, which later gave its name to the entire area from Mount Lebanon to
Antakya, where t he-TavAhRODA81l).es used to |ive (e

After Muhammed bin Nusayr, the second prominent leader of the order is considered to be
Huseyn Héamamdidami el Heecomdmotsé¢ t m@port ant text for
the Qoran Ki t abu’ | Mecmu’, and died in 346 (accor
tomb is a place of pilgrimage and is highly veneratedTéesil 2000:154). It should be
underlined that, until recently, the Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis traditionally had no spiritual

texts other than the Qoran. All the information concerning their beliefs and ritual practices
was transmitted orally, since they had no written tradition. It wisinrthe 20th century that

the process of scriptualization of religious knowledge began.

Et-Tavil argues that there aseven current&yi t hi n t he Nusa-€efr daoemua@)
eFGay bl yylgi; |l 827 ydeh;y dd Yy i #NWéeh u s5i )y yee&y a6s)i feanr and
Zuh Gr a tTawl,2@00: 32333). However, there are no prominent differences between

these currents. They are mainly indications of adherence to a tribe or a specific sheikh. In fact,
there are only two gommpsi twi:t hHay d érei NamsdyK
group was organized in 1011 (according to t
Ant akya, by shei kh Muhammed bin Kilazi. Th
Haydar, who lived in Antakya (&tavil, 2000, 333). Even today, especially in rural areas,

there is a ban on intermarriage between these two groups. The main difference between the
Haydar.i and Kil azi groups in terms of belief
of I mam Alis believe that the pladedof Ali is on the Sun, while according to the
Kilazis it 1is204339t he Moon (TuOrk

Without analyzing this issue in any more detail, it can be stated that in terms of the time at

which they emerged, their geographical sprebhd existence of sacred texts and the ethnic
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roots of the adherents, Anatolian (Tur ki sh)
are two distinct phenomena.
Anatolian Alevis Arab ‘Al awit
Time of formation By the 15th16th century | By the 10th11th century
Geographic spread Asia Minor Syria
Sacred books other than t| None Kitabu’ I Me c
Quran
Ethnic roots of thadherents Mainly of Turkic origin Arabs
Method

Comparativehistorical method based on the written sources, as well as ethnographic
fieldwork method have been used for this research. Before exploring the specific aspects of
the doctrines of the Anatolian ( Nther&kisad ) Al e
essenti al point to note. This paper i s about
of tradition in modern Turkish society has changed a lot and in this context the phenomenon

of modernization of AlTehvei s“m”d esaH d wledd bmeo dmé rs
beliefs have little in common with contemporary reality, yet they help to conceptualize
scientific understanding of the subject and to analyze more profoundly the nature and specific
features of Anatolian (Turkish) Alevissand Ar ab * Al awite (Nusayri)

in modern Turkey.
Findings

Anatolian (Turkish) Alevi doctrine is based on the cult of devotion to Imam Ali and his
family. TheGod-MuhammedAli (Hak-MuhammedAli) trinity® is central to this. The Alevis

revere the Qoran as a sacred book but reject the external rituals it prescribes. Inherent to
Alevism is a faith in the transmigration of the soul, or reincarnation, which they eath a s ¢ h
in Turkish. In addition, Alevi doctrine is rooted in the concepthef manifestation of God in
human form-so-calledii e mb o d i The Alevi®believe in the manifestation of the divine
being not only in man, but also in animals and in some inanimate elements of the natural

environment. Theycallthi8t h e uniitoyoroatdeic regt ut

6 All the terms in this article are given in Turkish pronunciation.
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The principle oftakiye — concealing faith, or religious disguisés also inherent in Alevism.
But it is worth noting that this is primarily because the Alevis have been subjected to pressure
from the authorities over the centuries, putting them in permanent fear of theirTlalaya is

a practice that has enabled the community to protect itself against external danger.

Together with devotion to Ali, the Alevis worship all 12 Shiite imams as a single divine being
and believe in the coming of the 12th imam, Mahdi. The dultartyrdom and mourning for

the martyrs of Karbala are also central to the Alevi religious tradition.

Another two important principles of the philosophy of Alevism aemneration of the
supporters of Ali(tevella) and the 12 imams and, conversely, damomabf their enemies
(teberra) But the tradition of selforture, which can be observed amongst the Shiites of Iran,
is not part of Alevism. Likewise, Alevism does not feature the oath of celibacy, which is

practiced, albeit infrequently, by the Bektashis

I n Al evism, the path to knowledgérof kGpeé) pas
tarikat, marifet and hakikat. The first gate- s e r—censists of the key teachings of Islam,

including praying five times a day, haj, fasting etc. The second-gttgkat — is a Sufi

teaching that is passed on only to members of the congregation. The third stagéet —

refers to secret knowledge that is inaccessible to the uninitiated. And finally, the fourth gate is

the truth itself, or hakikat. The Alevis believe that because of their special status and origins,
they belong to the “ peoplaleadyfinthe seeond stageiok at ”

spiritual devel opment , having bypassed the f
of the seriat?”. For the Alevi s, tari kat me &
without the need for external proofpfi ety ( Subasi, 2010: 105) .

The idea of selperfection is of key importance in the Alevi faith. Man/woman comes into

this world in order to becomiasarn+i kamil —i.e. a perfect personat the end of his/her life

and, as such, go to God. As far as tbg koral principles of the Alevi faith are concerned,

they are formulated quite concisely by the A

and pa@Gikeddimsdel i ne sahip ol 0)

Rejection of the external rituals of Islam is one notewof#iayure of Alevism. In particular,

the Alevis reject the custom almaz or praying five times daily. Besides the assertion that
the Alevis have a priori passed the first stage in the development of the indiviglealr-i a t
there is also a simpler justation that is commonly held amongst the people. Thus, Alevis

l iving in the village of Ortaca in Mugla bel
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a mosque. Consequently, all his followers were released from performing namaz and

attending mosque§(lr k dogan, 2006: 63) .

Anot her aspect of the Al evis rejection of
fast during the month odRamazanbut hold a 1zay fast in the month dfluharrem in

memory of the martyrs of Karbala. In some places, Wwewealbeit very rarely, one can
encounter Alevis who hold a-day fast during Ramazan, while others fast for the entire
mont h. Thi s i s primarily due to external i
( Nusayris), me anwhi | emazaw as & seligiies obligaters. Theynatso d u r i

fast during Muharrem and celebrate the tenth day of the otk u.r e

According to Nusayri teaching, Gadadna{(Asab.an i nc
iAMeani ngo) ,iiNamanBR® @ b ( -AirGah . Enis drinity has periodically
become manifest in the prophets. The latest embodiment coincided with the founding of

I sl am, when the trinity was edldodiséd in Al i,

The Nusayris beli eve tdstar all #hé prophets. Mana i€ sedret wh o

knowl edge that i's transmitt e dAyrtMimm-Qirulgiters t he B
forms the basis of t he Nusayri bel i ef. Ayn
fundamental. Mim letter is the Proph&tu h a mma d . And Sin Jletter

companion of t he Pr2018:48. ThudVihehAamatotem (Turkisih)hlevks
and the Arab * diffeaiwtheir earslerstadiingoétiertrinisy)

The Arab ‘Al awites (Nusayris) al gCGennét)ande a di
Hell (Cehennem) They believe that both Paradise and Hell are within the human body. If a
person is good, they live a good life. If a person behaves badly, thew ltiffieult life. The

soul migrates from one body to another until it completes its term. God then sends it either to
Paradise or to Hell. Here, Paradise means to turn into light, while Hell means to turn into a

plant or an animal.

The Arab ‘Alyawis)iedbe(Newve that when the Uni ve
into existence as stars/light. However, God sent them to the Earth as punishment for
committing sin. Thus, It may be concluded th
World is Hell itself, in contrast to the Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis and many others who
assume that Paradise and Hell are in anoth
( Nusayr 1 s) lifethey maytbéceme staraagaingKeser, 282254), each perso

being reborn at least 70 times (Eskiocak, 1998).
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I n ot her words, both the Anatolian beliewuer ki s h)

In reincarnation. From this point of view, both orders are detrministic and fatalistic at the
same timeput their understanding of reincarnation and their perceptions of Paradise and

Hell are different.

Perhaps the most pronounced distinction between the Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis and the
Ar ab “ A( Muvg & yerst s ) of Turkey i s Enéhaku (the up W
manifestation of God in human form). While this concept is central to the Anatolian (Turkish)
Alevis,itisnotsharecoy t he Arab ‘' Al awDdIB258). ( Nusayris) (-

The role of womenin the two communities is also worth mentionig.key principle of
Anatolian (Turkish) Alevism is equality between men and women, which is why men and
women attend religious services together. Collective prggers)are held to worship God,

to achieve spiritual renewal and as a mechanism of social and iraligolotrol. In addition

to its religious functiongemtraditionally had an educational function. And in the times of the
Ottoman Empire, in particulacemserved as a judicial body for the Alevis. The Alevis never
applied to the Ottoman courts; instead, personal problems, family problems, and friction

arising between an individual and society were all discussed diem{Zelyut, 2011: 281).

Alevism does ot recognize polygamy, on the grounds that Imam Ali had just one wife,
Fati ma. Neither the Arab * Al awites (Nusayri
religious knowledge to women. But in the Nu:
staynear a place of the ritual and, according to some sources, are asked to put cotton in their

ears in order not to hear the prayers (T R013: 83).

The Arab Al awi ( Nu s ayimtd tyvo categoriesi the wunynitiatedi b d i v
(amma and the choseny anitiated fassg. The initiated have their own sacred books, which

they interpret allegorically and do not open to the uninitiated.

Mechanisms of social regulation also differ between the two orddérke institution of

spiritual brotherhoodmusahiplik) can be regarded as one the most important elements of the
Alevi cult, binding together members of the community. The conditions for taking the oath of
brotherhood are extremely complicated. The institution itself comprises the concept of
“ki nshiworn Irdndtioet words, it also extends to life after death. It is forbidden to
give daughters in marriage to the family of

mi |l k brothers?”. The oath of brot hemcahmmtod i s

take this oath before reaching a certain age, yet there is no clear definition of that age. The



203
International Journal of Humanities artfbucdion

institution of brotherhood in Alevism is an important social mechanism, because if one of the
brothers dies responsibility for his family passesdther. If one of the brothers commits a
sin the guilt and responsibility for it also extend to the other brother and even to his entire

family.

Another important social institution in Alevism is banishment from the community, or

didskunl 0k. Akwa custom] Alevig whb bave given a daughter in marriage to a

Sunni or, conversely, have taken a( ®&uwkin)ir

All contact with these people ceases and they are banished from the Alevi community. But the

degr ee of ®“ostracism” may also vary, dependin

Peopl e who have ¢ onfnbigtytéiekd agapot‘pgmjtiee to ake partsni n”

common prayers and festival s. These “grievo

betrayal, adultery, sodomy, theft, and divorce without good reason. A person who has

commi tted one of these singi ksadesg@metbeo amu w)

words, somebody who has lost his way. Until their term of punishment expires, such people
are banished from the community, nobody talks to them and nobody allows him to come
close. This type of behaviour is a moral punishment. Those who are forgiven before their
puni shment expires can return to ndsooada l [
ostracism and serves as an important control mechanism for reinforcing the closed nature of
Al evi society and preventing communication
2006: 66). However, given the high degree of integration of theig\lmto the Sunni
majority, intercommunity boundaries have become largely eroded and are now barely
noticeable in the cities. Before they began to migrate to the cities in large numbers, however,

marriage within Alevi society was almost exclusively eratagus.

The Arab ‘Al awites (Nusayris) al so have a
mainfested in the institution of paternal unclasnic a | €& k ), Wwhich senves as the main
means of transmitting religious knowledge to the younger generdim@Amcalik tradition

f

|

1

involves giving a c¢child to certain men fror

13

means
and Kil azis. Htagedtdalbfose thé ahild goesito the h@use of his religious
tutor, whil e Kil azdtsage arcittiwcal .a Tshingpl shHowd

paternal uncl,el si praotkcetd)inldit &fese

1

traditionalist, while Kilazis are more prog

circumstances.
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The Ard * Al awi t es (Nusayris) of Turkey <celebr

prominent of which are Eid &itr ( Ramaz an , Bid gtAdhan{feur ban ,Bayr am
Gadi r B(the daypwhén the Prophet Muhammed appointed Ali as his successor) and

M¢ b a hBaal yer @heday when the Prophet Muhammed had a dispute with the Christians).
These | ast t wo are not celebratec by the A
stronlgy influenced by Christian festivals. Thus, they celebrate the day when Jesus was
baptized( Ké d d as -Bthey19th ofélanuaryhé day when Jesus was bqrmMi | ©d
Bayram&uWumurta Bayr ami, which transl ates as
Easter, and ot2018134)f esti vals (Tudrk

Hedr el | e simpoatantrfabnoet h  * Al awi tes and Al evis and
of Saint George, celebrated on the 6th of May. Saint George is often portrayed on a white
horse killing a dragon and is viewed as a saint that helps people. Both the Anatolian Alevis
and t hegl Awiatbes of Turkey identify him with H

strong tradition of ¢ r, veheh involves visiting holy places associated with a saint.

Anatolian Alevis Arab ‘Al awit e
Trinity Hak — Muhammad- Ali Mana—Ism-B a b
Ali — Muhammad- S el n
Farisi
The concept of Enelhak Exists Does not exist
Collective prayer (cem) Men and women pra] Women are not admitted
together
Fast during Ramazan Not compulsory Compulsory
Social institutions Musabhiplik Amcal k
Diuskunl 0k
Muharrem and Ashura Highly important Highly important

Belief in reincarnatior] Exists in both but perceivec in different ways.

(t enasidh)

Tar be t r &Gtave| Highly important Highly important

veneration)
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Results and Discussion

In conclusion,jt may be stated that both currents are syncratimature and both doctrines

are based on the cult of devotion to Imam Ali and his family. However, they have different
understandings of the trinity. As A.Y.Ocak points out, at the root of Alevism lig&&sian
Shamanism and ancient oriental beliefs such a Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Mazdeism and
Manicheism. To some extent, Christianity, Judaism and, of course, the mythology of ancient
Anatolia and Mesopotamia, have all made contributions of their owthdoreligious
foundations of Alevism. As far as Shiite elements in the world outlook of the Alevis are
concerned (the cult of the 12 Imams, strict division of members of the community by degree
of induction into doctrinal secrets, the prohibition on cotstawith Sunnis etc.), these
appeared only with the spread of Safavid propaganda. As a result, Ocak concludes that
alongside Sufi views, Turkish heterodoxy is based on beliefs that have survived from times
preceding the adoption of Islam (Ocak, 2010:-282).

The Arab ' Alawites (Nusayris), meanwhi | e, e
much from Christianity: veneration of Christ as the embodiment of God, veneration of the
apostles of Christ and some Christian saints and martyrs, Christian I&stitargy,
communion through wine etc (Petrushevsky, 2007: 322). They have been less influenced by
shamanism than the Anatolian (Turkish) Alevis, though one cannot deny the influence of

Buddhism and Zoroastrianism.
Suggetions

In practical terms, the Alei and “ Al awi ( Nusayri) popul at
themselves asurkish and Arab Alevis Ordinary representatives of the two communities do

not focus on the differences between the two creeds but underline the importance of Ali and

his family in treir teachings. Both groups are strongly committed to the principles of the
Republic and democracy. Moreover, they do not view themselves as minority groups, but
instead profess their national Turkish identity and want to be a part of the Turkish nation.
They do not strive for special treatment relative to the Siuslim majority. What matters

for them is recognition of their stilentity as an integral part of the Turkish nation and equal

guarantees of their religious freedom and cultural rights.

"Here it should be mentioned that wusing the term of &pfastateti sm, |
and ultimately essentialist concept of religi®@uch an aprroach, based on-dimaensional notion of sameness and difference, was critisized
by Markus Dressler in his book «Writing religionn».
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