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Abstract 

The main question of the article is: What were the most significant historical factors 

influencing the convergence of Anatolian Sufi Turkmens with the Safavids? In 

response, it is noted that although Ottoman policies towards the semi-nomadic and 

nomadic Turkmens of Anatolia, who were followers of folk Sufism, played a significant 

role in their divergence from the Ottomans, the attractions of the Safavid movement led 

to the Turkmens' alignment with the Safavids. This article addresses the main question 

from this latter perspective. 

The spiritual allegiance of the Anatolian Sufi Turkmens to the order of Sheikh Safi 

al-Din Ardabili is clearly visible in the sources of the Anatolian Alevis. Among the 

Alevis, there are two types of “Buyruks” known as “Imam Jafar Sadik Buyrugu” and 

“Sheikh Safi Buyrugu.” In Sheikh Safi’s Buyruk, sayings, recommendations, and 

instructions of Sheikh Safi are conveyed in a question-and-answer format through 

Sheikh Sadr al-Din, the son of Sheikh Safi al-Din. Moreover, Alevi poets have 

expressed their allegiance to the hearth of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili in various poems. 

From the narratives in Safwat al-Safa, it appears that Sheikh Safi al-Din’s disposition 

was considerably at odds with the followers of folk Sufism. The Suhrawardiyya and 

Kubrawiyya orders, which influenced Sheikh Zahed Gilani and Sheikh Safi, were both 

considered elevated Sufi paths. Sheikh Zahed Gilani, the mentor of Sheikh Safi al-Din, 

was a staunch critic of the Qalandari dervishes, who were known for their non-

adherence to Sharia. 

Although it is difficult to precisely determine when the Safavid dynasty leaned 

towards Shi’ism, reports suggest that this inclination towards the Shiite faith dates back 

to the time of Khwaja Ali, the son of Sheikh Sadr al-Din Musa. Given that the beliefs of 

various groups known as the Anatolian Alevis significantly differed from those of the 

Ottoman Sunnis, and considering that the Safavid Shi’ism in the 9th and 10th centuries 

Hijri was essentially a form of Sufism infused with extremist Shi’ism, it can be 

concluded that the Safavid order’s closeness to folk Sufism was related to a shift in their 

religious orientation. During the reign of Shah Ismail, relations between the Safavid 

order and elements of folk Sufism became closer and more amicable. 
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Considering the disdain and marginalization of Anatolian Turkmens by the 

Ottomans, especially their exclusion from court and military roles, the importance of the 
Safavids' revival of “ghaza and jihad against the infidels” becomes clearer. The semi-
nomadic and nomadic Turkmens of Anatolia, once honored as “Ghazi” for serving the 
Ottoman state and benefiting materially and spiritually from fighting the infidels, faced 
disillusionment and a sense of injustice under the Ottomans. The Safavids’ emphasis on 
fighting against infidels not only provided financial resources but also boosted the 
morale and trust of their followers. With the division of the spoils of war against the 
infidels, not only disciples but also those eager for plunder gradually joined the ranks of 
the Ghazi. 

Anatolian Turkmens, once disparaged as culturally unaware by the Ottomans, saw 
their identity respected and their language promoted after aligning with the Safavids. 
This period is considered the golden age of the Turkish language and literature in Iran. 
During the Safavid era, the Turkish language flourished alongside Persian, with many 
poets writing in Turkish and various authors producing works in science and literature 
in Turkish. Additionally, numerous books were translated from Persian and Arabic into 
Turkish. In the Safavid era, knowledge of Turkish was not only a privilege but 
ignorance of it was considered a deficiency. The Ottomans' shift towards Persian-Arabic 
literature prompted Shah Ismail, who opposed the Ottomans and supported Turkish 
customs, to write poetry in Turkish under the pseudonym Khatā'ī and speak Turkish in 
the villages and tribal areas of Anatolia, thereby garnering support and admiration from 
the Turkmens of the villages and tribes. 

The political poetry within the literary sources of the Anatolian Alevis, which 
laments the injustices of the Ottomans and compares them to Yazid, vividly reflects a 
sense of injustice among the Turkmens and their readiness for change. Aware of the 
Turkmens' dissatisfaction, the Safavid caliphs in Anatolia, in addition to propagating for 
the Safavids through both oral and written forms, facilitated the mass migration of 
Safavid supporters from Anatolia to Ardabil. These migrations provided the necessary 
military force for the Safavids. Another duty of the caliphs was to secretly transfer 
money and valuable items collected under the guise of "vows and alms" in an organized 
manner for the Ardabil shrine. 

An overlooked aspect in examining the claim of Safavid descent is the special status 
of the sayyid among the spiritual leaders of the Alevi-Bektashi. The sayyid of Haji 
Bektash Veli was documented about 120 years before Sheikh Junayd Safavi entered 
Anatolia. Thus, it can be concluded that if the Safavids sought to attract followers from 
the inclusive Bektashi umbrella to their movement, they could not lack a claim to sayyid 
status, as otherwise, they would not have been accepted by the Anatolian Sufi 
Turkmens. Evidence also shows that the Hurufis, who had established ties with the 
Safavids before spreading in Anatolia, found a connection with the Bektashis in the 9th 
century Hijri, which facilitated their link to the Safavids. Indeed, the efforts of Fazlullah 
Hurufi’s disciples in Anatolia created the necessary ideological grounds between the 
Safaviyya and the followers of folk Sufism, who were largely gathered under the 
inclusive umbrella of the Bektashi order, allowing Junayd Safavi to emerge as a 
spiritual guide among them. 
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