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Abstract

The AKP government and Alevi issues
in Turkey

Yuna Iguchi

This paper examines the situation of a religious and cultural minority in
a Sunni-dominated society by studying the Alevis in Turkey. Since the present
Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (AKP) government came to power, the situation of
the Alevi is changing rapidly. The AKP government, after the second general
election in 2007, took several steps to resolve the Alevi issue as a part of its
rapprochement policy, known as “democratic acilim” (democratic initiative).
This was the first time in Turkish Republican history that the government
recognized the Alevi as its official interlocutor. Although the government
considered its attempt to resolve the Alevi issue to be significant, it could not
achieve the expected results.

After the Republic of Turkey was founded in 1923, the country was eager
to pursue secularization and westernization through many constitutional and
institutional reforms, in order to eliminate the influence of Islam in the public
sphere. Many Alevis, who had been marginalized as heterodox Muslims in
the Ottoman era, strongly supported these reforms. However, when Islamic
revivalism became visible in Turkish society during the 1980s, the Alevis
recognized that they were being marginalized again. The Islamic revival
successfully won mass support with their reformist approach to the central
state. When the AKP won overwhelmingly in the general election in 2002,
their popular backing became visible.

Now, many Alevis think that they have always been on the periphery
of Turkish society. This particular type of secularism, which did not aim to
separate Islam and the state but rather to put Islam under state control, did
not secure equality for the Alevis. Nevertheless, many Alevis support the
principle of secularism, mainly because they still fear discrimination. In the
context of Turkish society, it is difficult for the AKP, which has Sunni Islamic
origins, to meet the actual needs of the Alevis. Alevi society also has been
divided into many organizations that have different ideologies and positions

toward the state. Moreover, the Alevis cannot independently determine how
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they might attain “equality”as citizens of Turkey, especially when they are
confronted with a government of Sunni origin.

How did these various contexts influence the Alevi Opening process,
especially the Alevi workshops conducted during 2009-2010? This paper
examines official and civil reports related to the Alevi workshops—with a focus
on the legal status of the cemevi (house of cem), which is generally recognized
as a religious institution in Alevi society. Moreover, the paper argues that
behind the government’s failed efforts, there was a political division not only

between the Alevi society and the AKP but also within the Alevi organizations.






