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Bektashi / Kizilbas:
Historical Bipartition and Its Consequences

IRENE MELIKOFF

Bektashism, as well as Alevism are both, in their earlier stages, examples of religious
syncretisms. However, it is not possible to explain in so short a space the formation
of these syncretisms, nor to discuss the elements which compose them.! So I shall
mainly try to describe the genesis and the different evolutions of these phenomena.

The Bektashis, as well as the Alevis or the former Kizilbag, refer to a popular saint
called Haci Bektas. I shall therefore begin by that charismatic and legendary figure
who is nevertheless endowed with historical reality. I shall also try to insert him into
his social background.

The 15th century historian Asikpasazade, who was a descendant of Baba Ilyas,
one of the main leaders of the Baba'f revolt that shook the Seldjuk Empire during the
years 1239-1240,2 describes Haci Bektag as a disciple of his ancestor.? The same
thing is reported by Elvan Celebi* who wrote in the 14th century and who was the
grandson of Baba Ilyas. We may also mention another 14th century testimony, that
of Eflaki, who says that Hac1 Bektas Horasani was a Halife-i-has, a favorite disciple,
of Baba Resiil, alias Baba lyas.’

We therefore know that Haci Bektas “came from Khorassan”, following Baba
flyas. “Coming from Khorassan” is a cliché, often used in ancient chronicles and
hagiographies. It mainly refers to the idea of migration. The Turkmen tribes started
coming to Anatolia at the end of the 11th century. Their migration became more
intensive during the 12th and especially throughout the 13th century when they were
obliged to escape the Mongol invasion. The road followed by the migrants, general-
ly coming from Central Asia or Transoxiana, passed through Khorassan and fol-
lowed the Caspian shore into Iranian Azerbaijan. It was the usual road that avoided
the Iranian deserts. So the mention “coming from Khorassan” meant that the people
involved were not autochtones, but immigrants.

1 On that subject, see the following articles: I. Melikoff, ‘Recherches sur les composantes du syn-
crétisme bektagi-alevi, in Studia Turcologica Memoriae Alexii Bombaci Dicata, Naples 1982, pp. 379-
395; 1. Mélikoff, *L’Islam hétérodoxe en Anatolie: non-conformisme-syncrétisme-gnose, in TURCICA
XIV, 1982, 142-152 Reprints in Sur les traces du Soufisme turc - Recherches sur I'Islam populaire en
Anatolie, ed. ISIS, Istanbul, 1992.

2 On the Baba'i revolt, see: Claude Cahen, EI2, s.v. Baba'i; C. Cahen, ‘Baba Ishaq, Baba Ilyas, Hadji
Bektash et quelques autres’, in TURCICA I, 1969, 53-64; C. Cahen, ‘A propos d'un article récent et des
Baba't’, in Journal Asiatigue CCLXVII, 1980, fasc.1-2, 69-70; A. Yasar Ocak, La révolte de Baba
Resiil ou la formation de 1é hétérodoxie musulmane en Anatolie, TTK, Ankara, 1989; A. Yasar Ocak,
Babailer Isyan - Aleviligin Tarihsel Altyapist yahut Anadolu’ da Islam-Tiirk Heterodoksinin Tegekkiilii,
Istanbul 1996.

3 Asgikpagazade, Tevarih-i Al-i Osman, ed. Ali, Istanbul, 1332, pp. 204-206; Asikpasazade, Tevarih-
i Al-i Osman, in Osmanii Tarihleri I, ed. Ciftcioglu Atsiz, Istanbul, 1949, pp. 237-239.

4 Elvan Celebi, Menakibii'l-Kudsiyye ff Mendsibi’ l-iinsiyye - Baba Ilyas-i Horasdni ve Siilalesinin
Menkabevi Tarihi, Ismail E. Eriinsal ve A.Yagar Ocak (eds.), TTK, Ankara, 1995, pp.169-170.

5 Sams el-din Ahmad al Aflaki al-’ Arifi, Manakib al-'Arifin, 1, ed. Tahsin Yazici, TTK, Ankara,
1959, p. 381. ’
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Haci Bektas, a Turkish dervish, came to Anatolia towards the year 1230, perhaps
in the company of the Kharezmians who were seeking refuge after the conquest of
Kharezm by the Mongols.® »

The Seldjuks who reigned in Anatolia were tolerant and understanding rulers.
They had to be so for their country was inhabited by people of different races and
religions. Seldjukid towns were centers of culture and welfare. But the Turkmen
tribes were rather turbulent and brought trouble to the peaceful and well-organized
people of the cities. They occupied lands where they could find pastures for their
herds and became more and more troublesome as their numbers increased.

Haci Bektas found himself involved in the Baba'f revolt during which his broth-
er Mintash was killed while fighting for Baba Ilyas.” However, Hac1 Bektas took no
part in the final phase of the revolt,® which ended in a general slaughter in the plain
of Malya. After some years of hiding, he reappeared in the village which bears his
name today, but was then called “Soluca Kara Oyiik” or “Karayol”. The place was
then occupied by the Oghuz tribe of Cepni. Though he was not himself a Cepni, Hac1
Bektas was welcomed to one of the seven houses of the village, that of Kadincik Ana
and her spouse Idris.? There, he led a life of holiness and meditation. He founded no
order and had no disciples.!® According to Asikpasazade, the order that bears his
name was founded after his death by a woman: the same Kadincik Ana who was
either his adoptive daughter, according to the historian, or his spiritual wife, accord-
ing to the Vildyetndme, the hagiographical life of the saint. Kadincik Ana founded
the Order with the help of her disciple Abdal Musa.

Hac1 Bektas, who died, according to tradition, in 1270, at the age of 63,!!
belonged to the Turkmen tribes. Many of these tribes followed the religious teach-
ings of the Turkic saint of Central Asia, Ahmed Yesevi, who died towards
1167/1168, at Yesi (now Turkistan).!2 However, all the tribes were not yet Muslims
and those who had embraced Islam had not always assimilated Muslim culture. For
instance, the Cepni tribes were known as being rather heterodox. Later on, they were
to join the Safavid movement.!3

Haci Bektas was no theologian. He had not studied in the Medrese as did Mevlana
Celaleddin Ridmi, who was his contemporary. He was a mystic, born among the peo-
ple and who remained near to the people. Though he was a Muslim, he did not give
up the ancient practices and customs of Central Asia.l4

He was also a healer and a thaumaturge. This is clearly seen from his hagiogra-
phy, the Vildyetndme. 1t tells us that Haci Bektas did not like to pray in mosques. He
would climb a mountain with his abdals. That mountain, called Hirkadag:, “the
mount of the cowl”, is an ancient vulcano. It is located near the present village of
Hacibektas. In ancient days, juniper-trees grew on its summit. The dervishes used to
light fires and dance around them, performing the sema, ecstatic dance. One day, in

6 See C. Cahen, ‘Baba Ishaq, Baba [lyas, Hadjdji Bektash et quelques autres’, 56-59.

7 Agikpasazade, ed. Ali, p. 204; ed. Atsiz, p. 237.

8 Elvan Celebi, op.cit., p. 169.

9 See Abdiilbaki Golpmarh, Menakib-i Hact Bektas-i Velf “Vilayet-Name" , Istanbul, 1958. This
work shall be refered to as “Vildyetndme" .

10 Asikpagazade, op.cit, loc.cit.

11 See Vildyetndme, pp. XIX-XX.

_ 120n Ahmed Yesevi, see: Fuat Kpriilii, /.A., s.v. Ahmed Yesevi ; Fuat Kopriilii, Tiirk Edebiyannda
1tk Mutasavviflar, Ankara, 1966, pp. 5-153; 1. Mélikoff, ‘Ahmed Yesevi et la mystique populaire turque’,
in Sur les traces du Soufisme turc, pp.139-150.

13 On the Cepni, see; Faruk Siimer, Oguzlar (Tiirkmenler) - Tarihleri-Boy Teskildn-Destanlart,
Istanbul, 1992 (4th ed.), pp. 241-248, 317; Faruk Siimer, Safevi Devletinin Kurulusu ve Gelismesinde
Anadolu Tiirklerinin Rolii, TTK, Ankara 1992, pp. 50, 104.

14 According to Eflaki, Haci Bektag, though being a Muslim, did not confine himself to follow the
prescribed laws of Islam: see Mendkib-al ‘Arifin, p. 381.
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Symmetrical inscription of "Ali” adorned with the crown of Haa Bekas Veli.
Glass-painting, $ahin Paksoy collection, Camaltinda Yirmibin Fersah, istanbul 1997,
Yapi Kredi Kaltir Sanat Yayincihk.

a state of ecstasy, Hac1 Bektas threw his cowl into the fire. That was why the mount
was called Hirkadag:.15

The juniper-tree is well known among the shamans. When burning, its branches
bring on a state of ecstasy. It is therefore considered a sacred plant and is still used
among the Kalash and their shamans in Pakistan,!¢ as well as in Tibet, for purifica-
tion purposes.!” The smoke from the burning branches of the juniper goes to the skies
and calls down the “Invisible Beings” (Ga'ib Erenleri), the tutelary spirits of the sha-
mans; without those spirits, no ceremony can be performed.!® In the Vildyetndme, a
whole chapter is devoted to these “Invisible Beings” who revealed their presence to
Hac1 Bektas and his dervishes. They perceived lights burning on the Hirkadag:. They
went up and spent three days with the “Invisible Beings”. During these three days,
time stopped so that nobody in the village was aware of their absence.!?

Kaygusuz Abdal, a disciple of Abdal Musa and one of the first Bektashi poets,
has given us, in one of his poems, a description of these healing dervishes with their
cowl, their coarse woolen cloak and prayer-rug of animal skin :

Rum Abdallan geliir “Ali dost™ deyi The Abdals of Rum come calling upon Ali,
Hirka giyer, aba deyii, post deyii They wear the cowl, the cloak, the rug.
Hastalan geliir derman isteyii Those who are ill, come to them for healing
Saglar geliir Pir'im Abdal Musa’ya20 The sound ones go to my master, Abdal Musa.

15 See Vildayetname, pp. 24-25, 35-36, 57, 74.

16 See Viviane Liévre and Jean-Yves Loude, Le chamanisme des Kalash du Pakistan, éditions du
CNRS, Paris-Lyon, 1990, pp. 50-53, 496-500.

17 See S. G. Karmay, 'Les Dieux des terroirs et les génévriers: un rituel tibétain de purification’,
J A, tome 283, 1995, no.1, pp. 161-207.

18 See V. N. Basilov, Samanstvo u narodov Srednej Azii i Kazakhstana (Shamanism among the peo-
ple of Central Asia and Kazakhstan), Moscow, 1992 (Nauka), pp. 229-278. A review of this book has
been made by 1. Mélikoff in TURCICA XXVII, 1995, pp.269-277.

19 See Vildyetname, p. 66.

20 See Fuat Képriill, Tiirk Halk Edebiyat: Ansiklopedisi I, Istanbul, 1935, s.v. Abdal, p. 29; Ismail
Ozmen, Alevi-Bektagi Siirleri Antolojisi, Ankara, 1995, p. 228.
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Haci Bektas is usually répresented in' the image of a holy man wearing the Elif
Tact, a bonnet in the form of the letter “elif” that was to become the headwear of the
Janissaries (Ottoman army corps). In his ri_g_hi arm, he holds a deer and his left hand
is petting a small lion. We shall always remember:this picture symbolizing both his
kindness and strength, but it would surely be more appropriate to-look for him in the
miniatures of Siyah Kalem. There we can see dancing dervishes, sometimes hairy and
bare-footed, dressed in short tunics, sometimes v.a\area.n.nﬂr caps, long cloaks or animal
skins.2!

Though historical sources are rather scanty, they all describe Haci Bektas as a
Sufi belonging to the Turkmen tribes. His environment was the same as that of the
Ottomans who belonged to the Oghuz tribe of the Kayi. That can probably explain
the relationship between the Ottomans and the first Bektashls They came from the
same social background.2?

In his hagiographical life of Baba I]yas Elvan (;elebl says that Ham Bektas was
closely connected to Edebali, who was to become the father-m-law of Osman Gazi.
He describes Edebah as a companion of Haci Bektag.23' e 3

Though we ca.rmot.,suppose Hac1 Bektas to have known Osman- sz for the for-
mer died before the latter appeared on the world stage-at the end of the 13th cenfury,
yet among the companions of Orhan Gazi we find quite a number of dervishes
including Abdal Musa, the founder of the first Bektashi Order.

Those dervishes took part in the conquest of Thrace and the Balkans. They had
become gazis, Islamic war heroes. They received land in the conquered territories.
They built zaviyes and tekkes, dervish lodges, which often became centers of Turkic
culture and religious teaching.

In a well-known work, Omer Liitfi Barkan has studied the role of these coloniz-
ing dervishes and their zaviyes at the time of the Conquest.2* The Bektashis who set-
tled in the Balkans, gave up their monastic way of life.

. The Ottoman historian Oruc tells us about the close connection between the
brother of Orhan Gazi, Ali Pasha, and the Order of the Bektashis. Ali Pasha, who was
himself to become a dervish, advised his brother to put the newly founded army
corps of the Janissaries under the protection of Hac1 Bektas.25 This is of course a leg-
end, as Hac1 Bektag was already dead, but nevertheless the Janissaries were con-
nected to the Bektashi Order of dervishes. They were recruited from elements of for-
eign stock, at an early age, so it seemed appropriate to place them under the moral
and spiritual protection of an Order of colonizing dervishes.

We have seen the spreading of Islam in a tribal society. We shall now describe
two different currents: on the one side, we see the gradual transition of one group to
a sedentary way of life and its adjustment to urban centers. On the other side, we
have those who remained in the Anatolian countryside, leading a nomadic or semi-
nomadic way of life and who became exposed to periods of turbulence and trouble.

Sedentary life led to the settlement of the dervishes in rekkes located near the
towns. During the first three centuries of Ottoman rule they were protected by the

21 See M. S. Ipsiroglu and S. Eyiiboglu, Fatih albiimiine bir bakis - Sur I’album du Conquérant,
Istanbul, 1955; Beyhan Karamagarali, Muhammed Siyah Kalem'e Atfedilen Minyatiirler, Ankara, 1964.

22 See 1. Mélikoff, ‘L’Origine sociale des premiers Ottomans’, in The Ottoman Emirate (1300-
1389), Elizabeth A, Zachariadou (ed.), Institute for Mediterranean Studies, Halcyon days in Crete I. A
symposium held in Rethymnon 11-13 January 1991, Rethymnon, 1993, pp.135-144.

23 Elvan Celebi, op.cit., p. 169 (verse 1995).

24 O. L. Barkan, ‘Osmanh Imparatorlugunda bir iskin ve kolonizasyon metodu olarak vakiflar ve
temlikler I: Istild devirlerinin kolonizatér Tiirk dervisleri ve zaviyeleri', Vakiflar Dergisi V (1942), 279-
386.

25 See Orug, Taril-i Al-i Osman, ed. Franz Babinger, Hannover, 1925, pp. 15-16; Orug Beg Tarihi,
ed. Atsiz, Istanbul, 1972, p. 34.
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A young Tahtaa (Turkoman Alevi) girl.

Sultans, who bestowed on them donations and gifts. The Ottomans also made use of
the beneficent influence of the tekkes in colonizing their newly conquered lands.?¢
And they also used them in their efforts to control the heterodox and turbulent ele-
ments that had remained in the Anatolian countryside, where there appeared a num-
ber of anarchical dervish groups: Abdal’s, Torlak’s, Isik’s and others known under
the more general name of Kalender.2? These groups had their religious chiefs, their
local saints. But soon, as the result of the efforts of the Ottoman rulers, all these saints
became concentrated under the name of one single figure: Haci Bektas Veli who
came to control the religious life of the people.

Nevertheless, two distinct groups appear: the Bektashis who led a sedentary life
in organized fekkes, and the Kizilbag who were still nomads or semi-nomads. For a
long time, the Kizilbas had no definite name. In the Ottoman documents, they are
called zindik, heretic, rdfizi, schismatic, and also “shi’ite”, miilhid, atheist. Later on
they will become known as Alevi.?8 Kizilbasg is their historical name. It refers to the
village groups and tribes who followed the first Safavids. Their name appears in the
time of Sheykh Haydar (1460-1488), the father of Shah Isma’il. Kizilbas means “red
head”. That name was given to them because of their headdress: a red bonnet with

~

twelve facets. It was also called Tac-i Haydari “the crown of Haydar”. In the

26 See Barkan, op.cit.; I. Mélikoff, “Un ordre de derviches colonisateurs: les Bektasi. Leur rble social
et leurs rapports avec les premiers sultans ottomans”, in Memorial Omer Liitfi Barkan, Paris, 1980, pp.
149-157. Reprint in Sur les traces du Soufisme rc, pp. 115-125.

27 See Fuat Kopriilii, Les origines de I Empire Ottoman, Porcupine Press, Philadelphia, 1978 (reed.);
A.Yasar Ocak, Osmanh Imparatorlugunda Marjinal Sufilik: Kalenderiler (XIV-XVI yiizyllar), TTK,
Ankara 1992.

28 See 1. Mélikoff, ‘Le probleme Kizilbag', in TURCICA VI, 1975, pp. 49-67 (reprint in Sur les
traces du Soufisme turc, pp. 29-43. ¥
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Ottoman documents, Kizilbas has the meaning of “heretic” and “heretic rebel”. That
pejorative meaning was the reason why the name Alevi took the place of Kizilbag and
became that of the heterodox groups in Turkey. The word Alevi refers to the worship
of Ali who is regarded as divine by these groups. However, in Iran, those who wor-
ship Ali are called Ali-ilahi. Alevi there means a descendant of Ali, a Seyyid.2?

Nevertheless nowadays in Turkey, Alevi has received the same pejorative mean-
ing as Kizilbas. The beliefs of the Kizilbas-Alevi are identical with those of the
Bektashis. Both groups refer to Haci Bektas. But the Bektashis formed an organized
group, whereas the Kizilbag-Alevi, who lived in villages, remained more or less dis-
organized. The Bektashi follow an unchangeable ritual whereas the Kizilbag-Alevi
believe in myths in which legends are mingled with local folklore. The beliefs of both
groups are syncretic. They contain elements from different origins, belonging to reli-
gions with which the Turkic people have been in contact: Buddhism, Manicheism,
Nestorian or local Christianity.30

We must also keep in mind that the Turks have often settled in territories which
had been centers of heresies, so that there has often been a superposition of heretic
creeds. For instance, the region of Erzincan-Divrigi-Sivas was the center of the Pau-
lician heresy (a strongly dualistic sect) before becoming the center of the Kizilbag-
Alevis.3! Anatolia -especially Eastern Anatolia- was throughout the centuries a melt-
ing-pot where people and creeds have been subjected to a permanent procedure of
catalysis. It is therefore difficult to isolate elements which have been fused in this
way.

Fuat Kopriilii called the Alevi “country Bektashis™ because they present them-
selves as a rough form of the same phenomenon.32 For instance, the rites of initiation
of the Bektashis are the same as those of any secret society, whereas the initiation
ceremony of the Kizilbag-Alevi seems closer to the customs of tribal societies.

Anyone can become a Bektashi if he wishes to and if he is found to be worthy.
But one cannot become an Alevi if one is not born an Alevi.

In Bektashism, the baba is the chief of the rekke. To become a baba, one has to
have been initiated and to have attained the degree of perfection required for such an
honour. But among the Alevi, the dede or spiritual chief of the community, must
belong to an ocak (hearth), the genealogy of which goes back to Ali. Every Alevi vil-
lage is connected to an ocak and the dede who belongs to that ocak is obliged to visit
at least once a year all the villages in his dependence. The dede must be invested with
supernatural powers. In the Alevi communities, myth takes the place of ritual and the
ceremonies are the repetition on earth of archetypes that took place in the Other
World, beyond Time. For instance, the Ayin-i Cem is the repetition on earth of the
Banquet of the Forties that took place during the Night of Mirac, the ascension of the
Prophet.33

Turbulence has always been a characteristic of these socio-religious movements.
Their followers were discredited and persecuted. They always remained marginal.
For their safety, they had to resort to secrecy. As their beliefs were condemned, they
took gnostical forms: secret teachings revealed by esoteric interpretation of sacred

29 See L. Mélikoff, ‘Le probléme Kizilbag'.

30 See supra, note 1. ¢ .

31 See I. Mélikoff, ‘Recherches sur les composantes du syncrétisme Bektagi-Alevi’, (reprint in Sur
les traces du Soufisme ture, pp. 59-60.

32 See Fuat Kdpriilii, “Les origines du Bektachisme. Essai sur le développement historique de 1é
hétérodoxie musulmane en Asie Mineure’, in Actes du Congrés international d'histoire des religions
(Paris 1925), 1926; Fuat Kopriilii, Influence du chamanisme turco-mongol sur les ordres mystiques
musulmans, Istanbul, 1929,

33 See I. Mélikoff ‘Le probléme Kizilbas’'.
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texts, initiation of the profane, ceremonies held by night in hidden places, hermetical
language by which adepts could express themselves.34

Asia Minor has always been a land of mystical and martial enthusiasm. That can
be seen during the first centuries of the Ottoman Empire. The first Ottomans owed
their military success to the stimulation of martial mysticism. War and religion com-
bined together. The dervishes became gazis and the Janissaries were connected to the
Bektashis. But things were to change during the 16th century with the Ottomano-
Safavid wars.

In Eastern Anatolia the Kizilbas movement owes its development to the impulse
of the Safavids. Kizilbag mystical ideology was combined with martial enthusiam.
The Kizilbag ideology was the source of a series of religious revolts known in
Ottoman history as the Celali Isyanlari,35 from the name of one of the first rebels.
These revolts, though inspired by religious motives, often had social and economical
aims. They are generally attributed to the Kizilbag, but one cannot exclude the moral
participation of the Bektashis who may have often inspired action by means of their
spiritual and intellectual influence.

In later Ottoman history, Bektashism had become synonymous with non-con-
formism in matters of religion. During the 19th century, after the collapse of the
Janissaries in 1826 and the closure of the tekkes, the non-conformist Bektashis
became free-thinkers and later on, in the 20th century, progressivists. They often
became Free-Masons, as sharing the same ideals: non-conformism and free-think-
ing.36 They also joined the Young Turks. Later on, when the Turkish Republic took
the place of the Ottoman Empire, they embraced the cause of Atatiirk and supported
his efforts for a secular state. The Alevi went even further and compared Atatiirk to
Hazret-i Ali.

Though Bektashis and Alevis go back to the same origin, they have formed two -
parallel groups. These groups have been subjected to different ethnical influences:
the Bektashis were influenced by the Balkans,37 the Alevi by the people of eastern
Anatolia: Iranians, Kurds and others.

Though the Bektashis dominated the others under the Ottoman Empire, with the
loss of the Balkanic provinces, the center of gravity changed. Nowadays, the pre-
dominant part is played by the Alevis, and the Bektashis find themselves more or less
driven into the background. One is actually tempted to promote the “Alevi problem”
and to suppress the Bektashis, though both groups continue to worship the same
patron-saint: Haci Bektas Veli.

34 See I. Mélikoff ‘Recherches sur les composantes du syncrétisme Bektasi-Alevi’; and ‘L’Islam
hétérodoxe en Anatolie: non-conformisme-syncrétisme-gnose'.

35 See Mustafa Akdag, Celali Isyanlart (1550-1603), Ankara, 1963.

36 See 1. Mélikoff, ‘L'Ordre des Bektachis aprés 1826°, TURCICA XV, 1983, 155-178 (reprint in
Sur les traces du soufisme turc).

37 See 1. Mélikoff, ‘Les voies de pénétration de 1é hétérodoxie musulmane en Thrace et dans les
Balkans', in Halcyon days in Crete II (a symposium held in Rethymnon 9-11 January 1994. The Via
Egnatia under Ottoman Rule (1380-1699), Elizabeth A. Zachariadou (ed.), Rethymnon, 1996.
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