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Abstract
The Alevi-Bektashi order can be regarded as a blend of the pre-Islamic religious beliefs of the Turks,

the religions and traditions of Anatolia, and the teachings of Sufism and Sunnism, with a Shi‘a
influence. Throughout its turbulent historical course, which began in the 7th/13th century, this order
has experienced many ups and downs—at times existing in secrecy, at times reaching the height of
power, and at other times being completely removed from the socio-political scene. John Kingsley
Birge’s the Bektashi Order of Dervishes (1937) stands as a seminal historical-theological work on the
Bektashi Sufi order, offering a rich account of its origins, doctrines, rituals, and institutional history—
especially during the Ottoman period and up to the early 20th century. Birge’s strengths lie in his
detailed use of primary literary sources, his well-documented survey of political and social dynamics
(e.g. relations with the Janissaries, suppression in Turkey), and his balanced treatment of internal
belief systems—including ethics, festivals, and the order’s interface with both Shia and Sunni Islam.
However, despite its enduring value, limitations are evident in its temporal and geographical scope: it
largely omits developments after the early 20th century, such as the order’s transformations in
Albania, diaspora, and modern political reality. Methodologically, it reflects the paradigms of its time
and lacks modern anthropological, gendered, or postcolonial critique. Birge’s work remains
indispensable as a foundational baseline for historical or comparative study, but must now be
complemented by recent scholarship to capture the full complexity of contemporary Bektashism.
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Extended Abstract

Curiosity toward the Alevi-Bektashi order first emerged among Western travelers, missionaries, and
diplomats, who, upon encountering these communities, produced accounts that were often biased and
superficial, reflecting their own religious prejudices. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century's, scholarly attention to the social and religious fabric of the Ottoman Empire increased,
leading to the study of Sufi traditions such as the Alevi-Bektashi path. However, most of these studies
remained descriptive rather than analytical, lacking a coherent theoretical framework. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, the rise of nationalism transformed approaches to the study of Alevis and
Bektashis. The works of this period largely served Turkey’s nation-building project, emphasizing
Turkish cultural heritage rather than pursuing critical inquiry. These studies pursued two principal
aims:

1- To refute the Ottoman perception that portrayed the Qizilbash and the followers of Hac1 Bektas
Veli as heretical innovators

2- To counter Christian Orientalist interpretations that described Alevi-Bektashi practices as
influenced by Christian or pagan elements.

Consequently, early research in this field sought to redefine the Islamic and Turkish
identity of Bektashis. Among the earliest and most influential works in this area is John
Kingsley Birge’s the Bektashi Order of Dervishes (Luzac & Co., 1937). This book remains
one of the most authoritative English-language studies on the history, beliefs, rituals, and
institutional development of the Bektashi order, and serves as a key reference for subsequent
research in Islamic studies, Sufism, Ottoman history, and Balkan studies.

1- What is the significance of John Kingsley Birge’s the Bektashi Order of Dervishes in Alevi-
Bektashi studies?

2- What are the strengths and limitations of this work?

3- Which sections or themes of the book hold the greatest scholarly value?

4- Which other sources should researchers consult alongside Birge’s study?

Method

This study adopts a library-based qualitative approach, drawing on both primary Alevi-Bektashi
sources and modern scholarly research. The analysis of contemporary works on the Alevi-Bektashi
tradition is essential for determining the position and enduring significance of Birge’s contribution.

Findings

John Kingsley Birge’s the Bektashi Order of Dervishes is a foundational work in the study of the
history and theology of the Bektashi order. It provides a comprehensive account of the origins,
doctrines, rituals, and institutional evolution of the order—particularly during the Ottoman Empire and
the early twentieth century.

Among its notable strengths are Birge’s extensive use of primary sources, his detailed
examination of political and social contexts, and his balanced treatment of Bektashi beliefs and
practices, including moral aspects, ritual celebrations, and the order’s complex relationship with both
Shi‘ism and Sunnism.
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However, certain limitations are evident. The study’s chronological and geographical scope is
restricted, excluding later developments such as the transformation of the order in Albania, its
diasporic evolution, and the contemporary political realities of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Methodologically, the book reflects the scholarly paradigms of its time, lacking ethnographic, gender-
sensitive, and postcolonial perspectives characteristic of more recent research.

Conclusion

John Kingsley Birge’s the Bektashi Order of Dervishes remains a seminal text for scholars interested
in Bektashism or other Sufi traditions. With its precise historical narrative and systematic exposition
of doctrines and rituals, the work continues to serve as an indispensable resource. While more recent
scholarship has introduced new analytical frameworks—addressing contemporary transformations,
regional diversity, and critical theoretical perspectives—Birge’s study endures as a cornerstone for
historical research, comparative religion, and contextual understanding of Bektashi thought.

Birge’s approach, grounded in historical and theological analysis, provides a clear and pioneering
account of the origins and institutional evolution of the Bektashi order within the Ottoman context. His
reliance on manuscript sources and ritual texts lends the book exceptional scholarly value, making it
an essential reference for the terminology, rites, and organizational structures of the Bektashi tradition.
Nonetheless, the work remains a product of its time, overlooking later developments such as the
order’s relocation to Albania, its revival after Kemalism, the dynamics of diasporic communities, and
issues related to gender, leadership, and modern politics.
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