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Understanding urban Alevism through its socio-spatial
manifestations: cemevis in _Izmir

Seher Sena and Bayram Ali Sonerb

aIzmir University of Economics, _Izmir, Turkey; bTurkish National Police Academy, Ankara, Turkey

It is difficult to give a short and comprehensive definition for Alevism. In each attempt, a
different criterion has been highlighted such as ethnicity, religion, culture, political stance
and so on.1 The situation is the same among the Alevi communities on the issue of self-
perception and definition. There is less disagreement about what they are not (conserva-
tive Muslims)2 rather than what they are.3 Therefore, the term of ambivalence or ambigu-
ity is frequently used to describe different aspects of the issue regarding Alevi’s self-
description,4 identity,5 their relation with modernity and tradition,6 or status given to Ale-
vis in the construction process of national identity and citizenship in Turkey.7 Beyond
doubt, this complexity can, on the one hand, be attributed to diversity within the Alevis
due to the fact that they have displayed heterogeneous characteristics in many aspects as
such ethnic composition, religious beliefs or political stances with different interpretations
of Alevism. To this complexity, on the other hand, multiple inner actors among Alevis
as well as many external actors like state, media, academics, intellectuals and various
sociocultural institutions have also contributed by producing and spreading influential
views on Alevism.8 Consequently, it can be said that on the issue of what Alevism means
or what the claims of Alevis are, we see diverse approaches and categorizations which are
constantly negotiated by diverse actors.9

It is argued that what makes this controversial situation more complicated is the essen-
tialist approaches towards Alevism that brings closed and fixed definitions to such a het-
erogeneous society mainly on the basis of certain dualisms.10 Rather than searching for
origin, essences or principles of it, Bozaslan suggests to develop an analysis beyond sim-
plistic dichotomies considering changing intercommunity relations including the ones
between different Alevi groups and the state and other social groups.11 Within this con-
text, Alevism as well as other related actors (such as state, Sunni Islam and Turkish or
Kurdish people) are regarded as socio-historical and community-based political forma-
tions continuously reconstructed through complex processes of competition, negotiation,
integration or exclusion.12 Assuming an identity as a fixed and closed one leads to simplis-
tic and generally dichotomous explanations which usually contradict each other. Two
well-known questions that reproduce such an essentialist approach in a dualist formula-
tion in recent discussions are whether Alevism is a religion or a culture and whether
Alevism is within or outside Islam.13 The Turkish state’s categorization of Alevis as a
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cultural group but not a religious one aggravates the opposition and leads to a search for
a fixed, inflexible definition on the axe of culture�religion.14 As will be discussed below,
the state’s rejection of recognizing Alevis as a distinct religious group having a place of
worship separate from that of Sunnis, for example, forces Alevis to prove the ‘religious
nature’ of these places.

The claim for recognition on the level of state, and the state’s response to this claim as
recognition, misrecognition or non-recognition emerges as an important factor in the
negotiation process of meaning production and identity formation. For instance, Massi-
card and S€okefeld point out the increasing emphasis on religion in the self-definition of
Alevism in Germany due to its sociopolitical context that enables religious communities
to be recognized by the state more easily than cultural or ethnic groups.15 In both con-
texts of Germany and Turkey, adopting the language of religion seems as an important
means of empowerment vis-�a-vis the state.16 However, reducing Alevism to a mere reli-
gious belief helps to reproduce another essentialist approach that ignores the multiplicity
of actors and diverse interpretations within Alevism. The diversity, heterogeneity and
ambivalence are sometimes seen as evidence to the absence of a unified, powerful group
as a political agent by Alevis themselves or by other actors. The Turkish state, for example,
has employed this situation as an excuse to explain the lack of dialogue between Alevis
and the state. On the other hand, the same situation can also be evaluated as the main
basis of an anti-essentialist position,17 or of ‘productive misunderstanding’.18 Diverse posi-
tions on Alevi culture and religion are a kind of resistance to different forms of essential-
ism including the religious one.19 As Karaosmano�glu underlines, for the urban Alevis,
ambiguity related with the multiple discourses has undermined the monopoly of any reli-
gious essence and contributed to the ‘formation of a flexible attitude that enables them
to question everything about the Alevi traditions, belief system and folklore and has led
to a constant reformulation of identity’.20 Therefore, any study on Alevi issue should spe-
cifically consider this diversity and heterogeneity within the discussion.

This article asserts that cemevis have played a leading role in ‘reformulating’ Alevi iden-
tity and practices. Cemevis, as institutions particular to urban Alevis, have been both an
outcome and medium of urbanization process. In other words, what the study claims is
that cemevis, developed as a consequence of urbanization, have been transforming tradi-
tional Alevi collective organizations and practices, and eventually constructing an urban
type of Alevism. By focusing on the activities taking place around cemevis in _Izmir, this
article tries to account for the reason why cemevis appeared as part of urbanization and
to understand the new ways which traditional practices of Alevism have been gaining in
cemevis. In relation to this, we will draw attention to the transforming impact of cemevi
experiences on traditional Alevi practices as such cems (core traditional ceremony), the
roles and position of dedes, dede-talip (followers of a dede) relations, and the imagination
of the community. Next, so as to delineate that cemevis have multiple meanings and func-
tions for different groups, the study will discuss the extensive use of cemevis where peo-
ple are provided with ‘sociocultural’ as well as ‘religious’ services. Lastly, we will try to
grasp the meaning Alevis attach to cemevis, especially in relation to the question of legal
recognition in order to explain why cemevis have taken such a central place in Turkey’s
social and political agenda.

To do this, we conducted in-depth interviews with the governors of 9 out of 11 cemevis
constructed in _Izmir by the late 1990s. Since the cemevi process has taken place under the
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leadership of different Alevi associations, and in general governed by them, the interview-
ees were at the same time active members of the same associations. Although Alevi asso-
ciations are mostly governed by the community’s non-religious leaders, dedes were also
present when some interviews were being conducted and they also made contributions.
Nonetheless, the study tries to understand cemevis from the view of their active gover-
nors, rather than of their users, who decide on and organize services and activities at
cemevis. The interviews were designed to draw out information regarding the construc-
tion process, the type of services and activities provided, and the impact of cemevis on
Alevi practices, rituals and Alevi collective identity in an urban space.

Alevi community has diverse political attitudes about relations with the state,21 which
has led to the emergence of different associations within the community. To cover this
diversity, we tried to reach almost all the associations and cemevis affiliated to the Alevi-
Bektashi Federation (Narlıdere, Buca, G€urçeşme-Mehtap, Yamanlar, Menemen), Ehl-i Beyt
Foundation (Limontepe, K€uç€uk Çi�gli) and Hacı Bektaş-ı Veli Anatolian Culture Foundation
(Uzundere). In addition to these Alevi associations, the study included a cemevi con-
structed and governed directly by the _Izmir metropolitan municipality (Evka 2) and
another cemevi belonging to the foundation of a local Alevi community, Eskişehirliler Ana-
tolian Culture Arts Education Research and Solidarity Foundation (€Ornekk€oy). The associ-
ational profile here is in line with the organizational diversity displayed by Alevi groupings
in Turkey. The only nationwide association without a cemevi in _Izmir is the Cem Founda-
tion, which is considered to be closer to right-wing statist concerns. Although we were
not able to get into contact with two cemevis, we think that this does not affect the over-
all conclusions in terms of associational variation because cemevis included in the study
represent the missing two cemevis in terms of associational affiliations and organizational
structures.

Inhabiting remote areas of Anatolia away from political centres, Alevism has been the
belief system of rural communities who have preserved and transmitted their beliefs and
practices mostly within the confines of an oral tradition.22 In the early twentieth century,
rural Alevism operated through the structural institutions of ocaks (hearths) as inward-
closed socio-religious communities, organized under the social and religious authority
of dedes, who were members of a hereditary religious caste.23 However, the massive
rural�urban migration of Alevis since the mid-1950s has affected both their community
structures and ritual practices. One of the immediate impacts of urbanization was on the
ocak-based community structures which have gradually dissolved with its dede-talip link-
ages.24 Despite efforts to maintain the same institutional organization and ritual practices
in the early decades, it has become apparent in time that urban conditions necessitated
new ways of collectivity and a new type of Alevism regarding community structures, orga-
nization and ritual practices. In this vein, while the emergence and spread of cemevis in
the 1990s is closely associated with urban conditions, the rise of Alevi identity was first
accompanied in urban areas by the rise of Alevi associations,25 which then initiated the
construction of cemevis, especially in Turkish metropolitan cities.26 This marked a deep
transformation in Alevism because cemevis appeared as an urban community institution
different from rural ones; with the activities taking place there representing a differentia-
tion from rural practices.27In this process, standardization and rationalization of Alevi
beliefs and practices are described among major transformations occurring parallel to the
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rise of cemevis. 28 Consequently, it can be asserted that ‘cemevi is clearly not a thing of the
past and symbolises less a return to tradition than a distance from it’.29

Parallel to developments taking place in the rest of Turkey’s major cities,30 the con-
struction process of cemevis started in _Izmir in the early 1990s and continued more inten-
sively in the 2000s. As narrated by the interviewees, cemevi construction was the Alevi
response to the requirements of urban life. The major motivation behind their construc-
tion was to find a place to practice the Alevi faith, to keep social connections among the
members of a community dissolving in city life, and to protect and promote Alevi identity
in general. Although cemevis originated from that common impetus, each cemevi retains
its peculiar story with regard to the actors involved in construction and the relations they
held with local authorities in the construction process, particularly with the metropolitan
municipality. Community associations and the municipality, sometimes in cooperation
with each other, sometimes independent of each other, have determined the construction
process. According to the roles played by actors in the process, cemevis in _Izmir have
been constructed in five different ways: (1) by a community association with their own
resources; (2) by the municipality but left to the use of the community for a term of
49 years; (3) by a community association with the partial support of the municipality;
(4) constructed and operated by the municipality; (5) rented and operated by a commu-
nity association without ownership. Truly, the diversity can also be observed in the archi-
tecture, design and operations of cemevis,31 but specifically the variation in terms of
ownership, construction and actors seems to be more related to the continued lack of
legal status which has left Alevi associations without a formal ground to follow in carrying
out the construction. Under these circumstances, rather than architectural plans as to
developing internal and external designs on the basis of Alevi tradition, the associations
have invested their full efforts in having a place of worship in one way or another through
informal processes and with the involvement of various actors that resulted in the rise of
cemevis in different architectural styles and ownership models.

While talking about the emergence of cemevis, interviewees explained that Cemevis
originated from the beginning to meet the ‘religious needs’ of urban Alevis. In the early
stages of urbanization, as it was told, Alevi traditional practices, such as cems, sacred meals
or funerals, were held in the largest rooms of houses or apartments as in rural life. How-
ever, due to the increasing rate of urbanization, Alevis needed larger spaces able to
accommodate larger numbers of people that would have provided services to scattered
groups of people in urban areas. Cemevis included in the study have, therefore, primarily
aimed at performing all of the core practices and rituals constituting Alevism as a belief
system including cem ceremonies, sacrifices, sacred meals, funerals and visits to Alevi
sacred sites. Since services related to funerals need special places and equipment, such as
a morgue and gasılhane,32 only cemevis with these facilities offered funeral services. What
is more is that in addition to the practices demanding sacredness,33 many new, predomi-
nantly educational, services have also become incorporated into activities performed by
and around these Alevi institutions in the process of urbanization. Because of these new
practices, it seems reasonable to suggest that cemevis have turned into larger complexes
not limited to merely sacred or religious activities. In fact, our observations and the decla-
ration of the interviewees affirm that some of the activities are organized with a clear sep-
aration of religious and sociocultural ones by a division of labour between dedes and
directors of the cemevi with the rule of not intervening into each other’s domains. This
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situation confirms Dressler’s explanation of the compartmentalization of authority that
‘establishes and normalizes boundaries between religious and secular spaces and practi-
ces’ in this process.34 It is yet quite related again with the heterogeneity of Alevis that still
there is a negotiation process between different individuals and groups on the issue of
attributing different meanings to the same practices.35

However, what is apparent in the language of the interviewees is that locating and
naming the new activities raise certain questions: are they new parts of the Alevi belief
system or are they completely temporal activities having no relationship with the spiritual
principles of Alevism? In a similar way, while discussing the meaning of the Hacibektas
Festival, Messicard points out to the indeterminacy of the situation as semi-religious,
semi-cultural festival which reflects the diversity of actors, activities and logics co-existing
during this event.36 Our interviews show that the answer to this question again depends
on how you define Alevism. When you define it, as some of our interviewees did, as a
belief system with well-defined practices and doctrines, these new practices may be called
‘non-religious’, ‘secular’, ‘social’ or ‘cultural’. However, if you see Alevism in a broader sense
as a way of life or philosophy, then all aspects of life, including new practices, can be con-
sidered integral parts of Alevism and even not so ‘new’. Some of our interviewees indeed
pointed out that Alevism covers everything about humanity. Keeping this difficulty of
making a clear-cut categorization in mind, and borrowing from our informants, in the
remaining part of the study we will use the concept of ‘sociocultural’ for the new activities
to differentiate them from the traditional ones.

While sociocultural activities were incorporated into the scope of cemevi services, tradi-
tional Alevi religious practices have been transforming as they become organized by and
around cemevis. Concerning one of Alevism’s core religious activities, cem ceremonies,
the place, time schedule, attendants and spiritual leadership have all been transforming.37

Cem ceremonies are now organized according to the rhythms of city life rather than the
seasonal rural routines, which had confined cems predominantly to winter, when the
workload is less. In cemevis, cems have either concentrated on the sacred days of Alevism
(muharrem) or been organized whenever a demand comes from a segment of the Alevi
community. Due to the heterogeneous and anonymous character of urban life and the
irregularity of the ceremonies, to inform the community about cems, cemevis have widely
employed contemporary communication technologies, especially SMS messages sent to
registered members. Alevi people also call cemevis to learn about the dates and times of
future cems. In so doing, cemevis have come to play the leading role in organizing cems in
urban life. This is especially so in the case of cemevis directly governed by Izmir’s metro-
politan municipality. Having been assigned for the use of different Alevi associations on
their application, the administration of these cemevis coordinates the whole process of
organizing cems, as the governor of this cemevi makes clear:

People call me to learn if a cem is going to be held on the coming Thursday. They used to ask
me which dede will be present or which association will be organizing the cem.

In addition to changes in its schedule and organizational networks, the profile of poten-
tial attendants in a cem has also been altered by urban conditions. Rural cems were held
by a dede for his talips, who were the inhabitants of a village with an ethnolinguistic
homogeneity as part of one ocak community. Since urbanization has dissolved these
ocaks and loosened, if not completely broken, the ties with traditional dedes, cemevis
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have organized ‘general cems’, as they call them, for a heterogeneous Alevi community of
various rural and ethnolinguistic backgrounds.38 In other words, cemevis, today, do not
seek to maintain a dede-talip bond when organizing general cems, but aim instead to
gather urban Alevis for any one of the various cem ceremonies performed under the lead-
ership of different associations. To do this, the associations or leading cadres of cemevis
maintain contact with several dedes, the majority of whom live in _Izmir, and invite them to
lead the cem whenever it is organized. Thus, it appears that associations or cemevis in
general have taken over the position and functions traditionally performed by the institu-
tions of an ocak. One of the interviewees puts it clearly:

We no longer have our ocaks. Our ocaks and dergahs (lodges) have disappeared. We today
have cemevis… This place operates like a dergah and arranges a dede for Alevis who would
like to practice their faith. Under the roof of the cemevi, we bring together dede and ‘talip’. In
a sense, we arrange dedes for ‘talips’ and ‘talips’ for dedes. (28 Jan. 2013)

Although general cems have dominated Alevi practices in cemevis, it seems incorrect to
claim that traditional cems have completely disappeared in urban life. What we found
from our interviewees is that traditional cems have also persisted in _Izmir in two forms.
First, when the dede of an ocak visits his talips living in _Izmir, they hold traditional cems in
houses, in which only talips of that dede are allowed to participate. Second, especially
when the number of talips is greater than the capacity of a house, they ask cemevis to
hold the same cems in their cem halls, but closed to general participation.39 Even if a non-
talip is allowed into the hall, he/she is not permitted to take part in the ceremony since
ocak membership and the associated spiritual ties with the acting dede are required. An
interviewee explains this continuity:

[Shortly], an ocak community from Yozgat is going to hold their own cems with their own
dede in our cemevi. This place is always open to cem gatherings which take place between
talips and dedes. However, cems organized by our association are totally different because
they are open to the Alevi community in general without regarding peoples’ local back-
grounds. (28 Jan. 2013)

This traditional continuity should not be perceived as a challenge to cemevis though
they are trying to develop practices able to deal with urban heterogeneity. Instead, such
traditional practices are highly respected and promoted with the intention of keeping
alive the authentic characteristics of Alevism as long as possible. Although they are still
considered highly valuable in a spiritual sense, we have to note here that traditional cems
seem to be more common among first-generation immigrants who still maintain ties with
their ocak-based communities and rural dedes. Given the transformative power of urban
conditions and the associated expansion of cemevis in number, we can argue that tradi-
tional cems, once one of the core religious rituals of Alevism, will gradually wither away as
the rate of urbanization among Alevi communities increases, and as cemevis come to
dominate Alevi faith and practices.

Urbanization has led to the widespread replacement of ocak-based traditional cems by
general cems because Alevis have developed community organizations around cemevis
that go beyond ocak membership or hemşerilik (migrants having the same rural or urban
origin) networks. In fact, hemşerilik has played a very significant role in the history of Tur-
key’s urbanization, especially in the survival strategies of first-generation immigrants.40

However, although the function of hemşerilik networks for Alevi immigrants can hardly be
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underestimated, the ties organized around the Alevi associations have been replacing it,41

and groupings based upon hemşerilik ties came to be regarded as an undesirable collec-
tive basis for cemevi administrations. While hemşerilik networks can operate in the context
of traditional cems, the urban Alevism of cemevis has rested more on a community iden-
tity going beyond hemşerilik ties. Accordingly, the heads of cemevi administrations have,
in general, been strongly committed to representing and envisioning a collective Alevi
identity over hemşerilik or ocak belongings.42 The latter are considered as a threat to the
unity of the Alevi community in the cities. To the cemevi administration, a supreme Alevi
identity should replace hemşerilik and form the common ground of the Alevi movement
in general, and community organizations in particular. The following interviewee makes it
quite clear how strong this concern to supersede local divisions is among leading mem-
bers of urban Alevis:

The only identity here [cemevi] is being Alevi, which is the main identity for us. I am Alevi. I do
not identify myself as being from Erzincan, Tunceli or Maraş. We do not care here where you
are from, from which city or ethnic origins. The main identity will eventually come into being
when all think in this way. Otherwise, if we divide the community according to city/rural ori-
gin, this place will turn into a kind of hemşeri association. (5 Feb. 2013)

The statement clearly indicates that cemevis define themselves as inclusive places for
the benefit of all urban Alevis and operating in the interests of the same is urban collectiv-
ity. Because of this, the heads of cemevi associations strongly reject, and try very hard to
prevent the domination of local networks in the administration of cemevis and their activ-
ities. Otherwise, they believe that they will not be able to maintain unity within the Alevi
community though it is vital at a time in striving for the solution of their social and politi-
cal problems. Given the divisive effects of hemşerilik networks in a few cases in _Izmir, the
interviewees placed special emphasis on preserving Alevism as the single identity refer-
ence in organizing cemevi administration and activities. As noted by one interviewee, to
the Alevism which has been constructed in the cities by cemevis, ‘hemşerilik means noth-
ing but belonging to the Alevi community’. In short, from the perspective of cemevis, Alevi
identity is, or should be, the only bond between members of the community.

Another impact of urbanization on traditional Alevism can be observed in the changing
position and roles of dedes.43 Different from traditional cems, as discussed above, due to
the dissolution of dede-talip ties, cemevis no longer seek ocak membership for their gen-
eral cems. As cems become open to the participation of a heterogeneous Alevi community,
it is no longer seen as a problem to organize cems under the leadership of different dedes.
In other words, while dedes were expected to lead religious services of a specific ocak
community in rural life, they have gained the potential in urban areas to provide religious
services for the Alevi community in general. As it cut sacred bonds between dede and
attendants in a cem, the same transformation has also made the cemevi administration
able to invite different dedes for their scheduled ceremonies. In addition to the dissolution
of dede-talip ties and ocak communities, as well as changes in the profile of potential
attendants, the urbanization of dedes has allowed religious services to be conducted by
different dedes.

Consequently, a kind of cooperation has appeared between cemevis in arranging
dedes. For example, two cemevis in _Izmir are currently attempting to establish a council of
dedes (Dedeler Kurulu) to meet regularly, decide on the content of scheduled services and
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arrange for a dede whenever one is requested by a cemevi. As stated by the interviewees,
the council is also expected to clarify Alevi rituals in the context of Alevi history and to
educate the community on the grounds of the knowledge originating from the works of
the council. While explaining the need for such a council, interviewees underlined that,
although Alevism has the same essence, it has developed diverse forms in practice in
terms of rituals unrelated to the doctrines of Alevism. The reason behind these slight dif-
ferences is the historical conditions of Alevism which, under political and social pressures,
had retreated into isolated localities where they lived for centuries as dispersed, inward-
closed communities.44 Against this state of affairs, the council is expected to develop a
common language regarding Alevi rituals and practices. In other words, the council retains
the potential to develop a kind of standardization in Alevism as it becomes the faith of an
urban community. It must be added here that the need for a standardized Alevism in
terms of rituals is associated with the need to organize cems for a larger, heterogeneous
urban community rather than with a distaste with historically constituted diversity.

On the other hand, while we observed a nostalgic view of the traditional authority of
dedes, at the same time urban life has paved the way to question dede authority.45 One
reason of this situation is the changing sociocultural characteristics of the Alevi commu-
nity that has been apparent in the process of urbanization. There has been, for example,
an increase in the level of education among the members of the community, which has
on certain occasions questioned the intellectual capacities of the dedes. Whereas they
were the major teachers in rural Alevism, the leading members of some cemevis today
suggest that not all dedes can satisfy the curiosities of the new generation. Because of
this, instead of dedes, some of the cemevis covered in this study intended to leave educa-
tional services concerning issues of Alevism to secular intellectuals or professional teach-
ers who mastered ‘pedagogy’. Taking advantage of working with different dedes, when
education is going to be entrusted to a dede, they prefer to invite one who is educated,
who can give convincing answers to the questions of urbanite Alevis. As an interviewee,
the son of a dede and so a candidate to become a dede, says:

Since we do not have our own educational institutions, it is difficult to talk about an institu-
tionally educated dede. It is possible to talk about self-educated dedes. We prefer those dedes
who would effectively inform and guide the society in the best way. We support well-
informed, sophisticated and scholarly dedes. (22 Feb. 2013)

Moreover, the increasing engagement with Sunnis in urban area has created a social
setting in which Alevis came to be preoccupied more with the question of how to repre-
sent Alevism under the gaze of Sunnis as their faith is compared to Sunnism.46 Because of
this, in addition to increasing education levels, as cemevis have opened Alevi rituals to
the participation of all segments of society, including Sunnis, the qualifications of a dede
have become rather significant for Alevis because they are now expected to effectively
represent Alevi beliefs and practices, particularly against Sunnis. Accordingly, a dede is
now required to embody Alevi faith and practices but also advanced speaking skills, as
well as an accumulation of knowledge. An interviewee states:

A dede should be able to give satisfying responses to society in general. Let’s assume that a
cem is held for about five hundred people, four of whom are Sunni friends. If they [Sunni
friends] ask a question, the dede should be able to answer it in the best way. (22 Feb. 2013)
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Thus, unlike the homogeneity of rural life, Alevis now live side by side with Sunnis in
urban spaces where they seek to gain social acceptance and recognition against long-
established sectarian cleavages and Sunni prejudices. It seems to be that these prejudices
drive Alevis into a defensive position in which dedes are given an active role to represent
Alevism and positively contribute to the social status of Alevis and Alevism as a belief sys-
tem. In other words, dedes have found themselves in need of proving their capacities to
both Alevis and Sunnies. One can, therefore, argue that a dede’s inherited lineage is still
necessary but it is no longer sufficient to enforce religious authority unless it is sustained
through the intellectual qualities of self-achievement.

Although cemevis have been discussed in Turkish social and political agenda as to
whether they are places of worship or not, they have operated as centres of both religious
and sociocultural activities. Indeed, when the interviewees were asked how they would
define a cemevi, by giving reference to the state’s denial immediately, they defined it as a
place of worship, while adding that its meaning and functions go beyond being a conven-
tional place of worship.47 In explaining the existence of a rich variety of sociocultural activ-
ities, some of which are believed by some interviewees to form part of the Alevi belief
system, some interviewees emphasized that cemevis cannot be considered merely as pla-
ces of worship confined to religious activities. The same interviewees expressed concerns
about keeping a reasonable balance between the two categories of activities, insisting
that cemevis should not be turned into conventional places of worship where activities
are usually limited by traditional religious practices and services. However, at the same
time, the interviewees thought that cemevis should not be perceived merely as cultural
centres, as would be the case if cultural activities outweighed religious services. Behind
this emphasis, we can also see the anxiety of being officially labelled as cultural centres
rather than a place of worship by the policies of the state.

Concerning the ‘sociocultural’ aspect in cemevi services, educational services are the
most important sociocultural activity. However, unlike what one might expect at first sight,
religious education about Alevi beliefs and practices takes a very small part in cemevi
activities. The interviewees report that the new generations learn Alevism indirectly that is
either through conversations taking place between dedes and the Alevi youth after cems,
or by observing practices during the cems. In criticizing Sunni religious educational practi-
ces, Alevis consider it wrong to give a religious teaching to young children. In place of reli-
gious education, cemevis tend to prefer to organize seminars and conferences on the
issues of Turkey’s Alevi question or other issues related to Alevi history and identity. How-
ever, it must be noted that the number of conferences and seminars varies depending on
the size and capacity of each cemevi as well as the level of politicization on the side of the
heads of cemevi associations. What we have observed is that political stance works as a
driving factor for the heads of associations in organizing conferences and seminars, which
are seen very effective for enlightening and guiding people to protect and promote Alevi
identity.

Although teaching Alevi doctrines is not prioritized in cemevis, they try to give regular
courses, especially on two practical rituals of Alevism, saz and semah. These activities
directly reflect the diversity of meaning attached to the same practices mentioned above.
They in fact take place at the core of Alevi religious rituals but have also gained a folkloric
meaning in popular culture as part of urbanization.48 Associated with both the religious
and cultural aspects of Alevism, saz and semah courses have been among the major
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educational services provided by cemevis. Because of high demand by Alevi youth, saz
courses can be counted as an activity common to all cemevis. In addition, some cemevis
open courses on semah, which forms part of the rituals performed during cem ceremonies.
Yet, it is important to note here that some interviewees stood critical of semah courses
because they thought that it entailed a danger of standardization and uniformity, as was
stated by one of our interviewees:

We formed a semah group and designed the costumes they were to wear while performing
semah. However, semah is a ritual part of cem performed by individuals in the clothes they
wear to the cem. In our tradition, there is no specific description about the color and style of
clothes for semah rituals. We, the associations, made them all up, invented costumes for
semah groups which made them look like folkloric dance groups. After a while, what we have
realized is that we might distort our own beliefs and hence immediately renounced it. We
should teach semah to our children along with the awareness that there is no uniform style or
costume for semah. (28 Jan. 2013)

Beyond doubt, cemevis initiate a process of standardization. However, at the same time
we can see the concern of preserving existing diversity among Alevis as it can be drawn
from the words of our interviewee. While transforming traditions within certain limits,
what makes cemevis innovative places is that they also incorporate many new activities.
Among these, we can count vocational training courses, such as needlework, sewing,
woodwork, computer programming and culinary courses. In addition, cemevis opened
other courses on the request of their users that included courses supporting high school
education, such as courses on university entrance examination, literacy, foreign languages
(English, French and German) and diction. The courses are thus designed to meet the
needs of both first-generation immigrants and those born in the city but lacking the nec-
essary qualifications to participate in the urban labour market. Since internal migration still
continues in Turkey, first-generation immigrants include many younger migrants from
rural areas. Because of this, some courses specifically address the needs and demands of
these younger immigrants living in cemevis’ neighbourhood. A salient example of this is
the diction courses aimed at improving the Turkish speaking skills of immigrants. Since
many immigrants arrive with a rural accent, they wish to adopt an accent closer to that of
the ‘urban majority’. Concerning this issue, one interviewee stated:

It was a demand which reflected the characteristics of our district, which is largely populated
by newly-arrived rural immigrants. Although they speak Turkish very well, they naturally
come with their own rural accents and want to improve them in line with mainstream Turkish.
Because of this, most course attendants are from the younger generations of these squatter
settlements. (12 Feb. 2013)

The intention behind this and other sociocultural services is to contribute to the sur-
vival strategies of low-income groups in urban areas. To this end, cemevis organize their
courses in collaboration with People’s Education Centres (Halk E�gitim Merkezi) affiliated to
the Ministry of National Education. This collaboration, on the one hand, makes them able
to at least partly meet teaching expenses. On the other hand, the graduates are provided
with official certificates which they believe will help them find an urban job. Since most of
_Izmir’s cemevis are located in the city’s lower income districts, vocational training seems
to be the most demanded and common service provided by cemevis. We observed
throughout the field study that cemevis have organized diverse courses and offered
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services without the intention of disseminating the Alevi faith in the sense of missionary
activity. What drives them more is to develop a response to the problems and needs of an
urban community, including Alevis and non-Alevis (Sunnis), such as unemployment, illiter-
acy, poverty and isolation. This situation also points out to the class inequalities and redis-
tribution problems in urban areas beyond the recognition of Alevi identity. Although the
political agenda � limiting the issue on the axes of religion and culture � compels one to
ignore it, as Erman and G€oker assert class dimension should not be forgotten in the dis-
cussions of Alevi identity.49 In addition to their religious roles, cemevis have become an
important element of the survival strategy for lower income groups. Because of this fact,
cemevis today have gained significance, chiefly for urban Alevis especially those living in
squatter settlements that goes beyond their religious concerns. Complementing this
aspect, activities like seminars on healthcare, theatre and guitar courses, and solidarity
activities like finding clothes, furniture or other household equipment for those in need
make these places act as community centres fulfilling the functions of a welfare state.
Moreover, as Alevis participate in the activities of cemevis, they are offered a place for
socialization especially for the youth and unemployed women, who are otherwise isolated
from each other in city life.

Urbanization has increased encounters between Alevis and Sunnis, but cemevis have
allowed wider interactions as they open up to non-Alevi communities, including Sunnis.
That is, cemevis are expected to foster mutual understandings between the two religious
groups as emphasized by interviewees. Despite this, we have to point out that social
encounters in urban areas do not only create channels for mutual understanding, they
also lay the ground for assimilation, which usually works to the disadvantage of minority
cultures due to the domination of the majority. The power asymmetry between Alevis
and Sunnis creates a strong anxiety on Alevis to stress the similarities between Alevis and
Sunnis.50 Consequently, although it is possible to talk about interactions between two dif-
ferent cultural groups in the city, prevailing structural inequalities and the resistance of
the Sunni majority to recognize the Alevis are likely to operate as mechanisms of assimila-
tion for the Alevi minority. We found that, on certain occasions, this can be prompted by
members of the minority themselves as they are still obligated to gain social acceptance
in the eyes of the majority. The reasoning behind Qur’an courses offered in Arabic in two
of the cemevis covered in this study presents one of the notable examples to this situa-
tion. The courses have been taught by Sunni teachers assigned at the request of the
cemevi administration by local branches of the Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA).
Qur’an courses have been known to be a Sunni practice for socializing young children
into Sunni Islam by teaching them during the summer holiday to read the Qur’an in Ara-
bic. Given this context, it is remarkable to see the same practice among some Alevi
groups, since praying in Turkish/Kurdish rather than in Arabic is one of the defining char-
acteristics of Alevism. When we ask the interviewees why they preferred to give such a
Sunni-laden education, the heads of cemevis replied that, though they would not have
preferred it, they had to open Qur’an courses in order to meet the demand of the commu-
nity, who wanted to follow the example of their Sunni neighbours. This situation can also
be interpreted an intentional or unintentional need to justify the ‘religious nature’ of the
cemevis in the eyes of the Sunnis which is rather complicated by the lack of official recog-
nition as it keeps feelings of insecurity alive among Alevis.
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Cemevis have been high on Turkey’s social and political agenda for decades in relation
to the issue of legal status, which has not yet been officially granted in Turkey. Though
they acknowledged them cultural as well as religious centres, it is this lack of legal
status that has encouraged the Alevi community in general, and the interviewees in
particular, to legitimize cemevis as places of worship specific to the Alevi faith. In doing
so, their arguments have focused on the problems of citizenship equality and the
Sunni-based understanding and practice of Turkish secularism, which has defined
mosques as the single place of worship for Muslims, both Sunnis and Alevis. It was on
several occasions clearly noted that, whenever a conflict appears between cemevis and
official bodies concerning the issue of legal status, governments have passed the issue
over to the DRA, which has firmly resisted defining cemevis as places of worship. Taking
the opinion about the status of cemevis from a Sunni-based state institution is considered
incompatible at least with the premises of citizenship equality and secularism. Against
such state-centred impositions, the interviewees insist that there should be no authority
in a secular state other than that of the believers themselves to define a place as a place
of worship or not. As one of the interviewees puts it:

Before everything else, we demand citizenship equality. A secular and democratic state
should allow everyone to believe in anything. This is a choice which should be left to individu-
als. If Alevis want to perform their religion in cemevis, they must be able to do so. When you
[state] say that the mosque is the place of worship, then it means that you totally deny me. It
means I don’t exist. (5 Feb. 2013)

The legal position of cemevis, for the interviewees, is the most visible aspect of socio-
political and legal exclusion in Turkey, which has left Alevis without an officially recog-
nized place of worship, the locus of their collective identity. It should be acknowledged
that despite the lack of legal recognition as a place of worship, when we consider their
activities and their appropriation by their users, including both Alevis and Sunnis, cemevis
have gained legitimacy as Alevi places of worship in the eyes of the general society in
_Izmir. Because of this, although they receive construction licenses as cultural centres due
to legal restrictions banning cemevi construction, it does not prevent them from being
known by their users and the people of the district as cemevis. A good example to this is
that while trying to reach locations for the interviews, people living in the neighbourhood
guided us to ‘cemevis’ rather than to cultural centres. The following observations of an
interviewee manifest the same recognition at societal level:

In order to hear the society’s views about the cemevi, I used to sit in the front seats on the way
to work. As they get on the bus, passengers ask the driver ‘Where is the cemevi?’ not ‘Where is
the cultural center? Whenever we make announcements about our courses and activities, or
when I talk to people in neighborhood markets, nobody identifies it as a cultural center but
cemevi… Local or national authorities may use different names; what is significant for us is
how the society identifies and appropriates it. (12 Feb. 2013)51

It seems to be that the increasing number of cemevis and their users, and the form and
nature of their services, have helped to establish these centres as places of worship in the
perception of society. Although it by no means solves the problem of citizenship equality,
social recognition enhances operational capacity of cemevis in both religious and socio-
cultural terms in the sense that they can perform religious and sociocultural functions.
More specifically, despite legal restrictions, they can use the name ‘cemevi’ on their
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signboards, for public meetings and in corresponding with the local authorities responsi-
ble for associations. One interviewee states:

Despite the fact that cemevis have not yet been granted legal status, we use cemevis as
cemevis. We take part in public meetings with a garland on which we write the name cemevi.
And we have faced no negative reaction to such practices. (28 Jan. 2013)52

The absence of legal status has not prevented even the official authorities from recog-
nizing cemevis unofficially by visiting them, especially during election campaigns. It was,
however, noted on many occasions that although social recognition is significant and
should be appreciated, it does not mean that cemevis do not need official legal�political
recognition. Besides the fact that the legal status of cemevis has become closely associ-
ated with the status of Alevis in Turkey as equal citizens, the lack of legal status also cre-
ates problems for Alevis at both personal and associational levels. Thus, the interviewees
reported that as cemevis are urged to perform services as de facto places of worship with-
out having legal�political recognition, Alevi people and cemevi associations are relegated
to a position of illegality. That is, notwithstanding social acceptance and unofficial recogni-
tion, as long as cemevis are not provided with official recognition, it is apparent that their
activities and services will remain illegal. One interviewee draws the prevailing picture
when he affirms:

What we do here, everything we do in an illegal way. The political authorities do not grant the
right to open and operate a cemevi, but they just choose to remain silent and ignore us. We
do not accept such treatment, but just campaign to get our rights. (5 Feb. 2013).

Several interviewees similarly mentioned that, by attending cemevis and taking part in
their services and activities, Alevis would in fact be considered as committing a ‘crime’. In
other words, practicing their faith turns into a criminal activity, which Alevis regard as a
humiliating condition. Ironically, as already noted, political authorities, while not granting
them legal rights, do not refrain from visiting cemevis or attending their activities; thus
they become part of this illegality.

The lack of legal status also deprives cemevis of several advantages granted to places
of worship in Turkey. The interviewees reported various problems related to the operation
of cemevis in _Izmir that represent some of the concrete outcomes of this unequal treat-
ment. Despite the Turkish Zoning Law exempts places of worship from charges for elec-
tricity, water and land use, cemevis, for example, are charged for all of these expenses at
commercial rates, so they have to pay more than the charge for residential properties.
Bearing in mind that the financial resources of cemevis come from donations and dues
collected from their members, it is not surprising that the lack of legal status causes finan-
cial troubles, especially for those cemevis with fewer members or with members from
lower income groups. The next concerns the construction of new cemevis, which has to
conform to the prevailing legal framework which has forced Alevis to employ several tac-
tics to overcome state strategies set by legal barriers. Although it is known from the begin-
ning that what is being constructed is a cemevi, the license has to be taken for a cultural
centre. It also means that the interior spaces need to be designed according to the plans
of a cultural centre rather than a place of worship where the cem hall is licensed as the
conference hall, and the morgue and sacrifice room as garage and storage, respectively. It
is, therefore, believed that the legal status would further enhance the sphere of freedom
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for the associations in governing the construction process, cemevi activities and in devel-
oping better financial resources. Most significantly, legal status is expected to make the
survival of cemevis as cemevis more secure. It is particularly important for those cemevis
constructed by municipalities and let for just 49 years for the use of Alevi associations
because their current rental status places them at risk, making it uncertain what would
happen given a change in the political preferences of the municipality or at the end of
the lease. To put it differently, as stated by various interviewees, their lack of legal status
leaves Alevis vulnerable to political volatilities at both national and local levels. Alevis,
therefore, believe that gaining legal status would provide a safeguard against possible
arbitrary treatments by national and local political authorities.

It is reasonable to conclude that though cemevis have gained social recognition, at
least, in Izmir, the lack of official recognition locates cemevis at the centre of debates for
Alevis in assessing their communal and national positions in Turkey. This situation, first,
reproduces existing power asymmetries between Alevis and Sunnis in the country.
Second, as the communal efforts to emancipate Alevis from social and legal�political
disabilities concentrate on the legal status, it once again drives Alevis to discuss the issue
of cemevis within the confines of religion. And, hence the ongoing discussions on cemevis
help to keep intellectual and communal attention away from the extensive use of these
places and the diversity and heterogeneity of meanings attached to them.

Cemevis have chiefly been discussed in Turkey’s social and political circles whether
they are places of worship or not. They are actually an urban innovation constructed and
operated in response to the problems created by urbanization. The case of _Izmir shows
us, although cemevis were primarily intended to meet the religious needs of Turkey’s
migrant Alevi community, urban conditions have also ascribed new functions to cemevis.
As well as creating a space for practicing Alevi beliefs, they have also given new shapes to
traditional forms of Alevi practices and community institutions, including cem ceremonies,
dede-talip ties, the roles and status of dedes, and Alevi collective imagination. Given the
changed needs of a migrant community, the sociocultural services and activities incorpo-
rated into cemevis have supported the survival strategies of urbanized Alevi community
and even low-income Sunni groups. Because of this, while evaluating cemevis, if the dis-
cussion is limited to whether they are religious or cultural centres, it bears an over simplifi-
cation against their significance and multiple meanings for the contemporary Alevi
community in the urban area.

The interviewees in this study regard the cemevis’ lack of legal status as the major
problem facing Alevis to the extent that they have come to associate this lack with the
overall legal�political position of Alevis in Turkey. It does not seem to be an exaggeration
to claim that, for the interviewees, the Turkish state’s denial of legal recognition to ceme-
vis equates to the denial of the Alevi collective identity itself. For this reason, as long as
cemevis are denied legal status, it will be harder to convince Alevis that they have equal
citizenship status in Turkey.
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22. S€okefeld, ‘Religion or Culture?’, p.134; Şahin, ‘The Rise of Alevism’, p.474. Because of the perse-
cution of the Ottoman state in the sixteenth century, Alevi tradition had only been transmitted
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