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CEM RITUALS - FROM THE SACRED PLACE TO SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

Seyhan KAYHAN KILIÇ1 

Introduction 

 

 The objective of this paper is to introduce multimedia presentations of Alevi-

Bektashi cem rituals. My principle focus shall be the differences between traditional cem 

rituals and cem rituals developed for social media as a form of global communication. 

The study poses the following question. Given that there are various ritual practices 

between Ocaks in different areas, and that cem rituals are performed at sacred times, in 

sacred places, with qualified performers, how and why has a standardized order of cem 

rituals become available today on social media? The fundamental case study is the Abdi 

İpekçi Spor Salonu Cem Ritual. It was organized by the Cem Foundation on the 25th of 

December, 2004.  It was then broadcasted on the Cem TV channel and distributed on 

social media - mainly YouTube. 

Traditional Alevism-Bektashism 

 

 To better understand and interpret cem rituals developed for multimedia, I shall cite 

various traditional cem rituals information. I shall then introduce comparisons between the 

traditional and multimedia cem rituals to justify my research question. Therefore, I shall 

introduce a definition of the cem ritual. I found Victor Turner’s definition2. It is very useful 

to better understand the ritual cycle of the Alevis-Bektashis. Here, for reference, is 

Turner’s definition. “A ritual is a stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, 

words, and objects, performed in a sequestered place, and designed to influence 

preternatural entities or forces on behalf of the actors’ goals and interest”. According to the 

Turner’s definition, I shall discuss cem rituals in terms of the ritual’s venue, timings, the 

participants or performers and its context.  

 

                                                 
1 Assistant Professor, Yeditepe University, Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Anthropology Department 
2 V. Turner, The Ritual Process, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1977, p. 183. 
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 I shall now introduce the terms and definitions of the cem.  It means to congregate. 

In addition, according to the beliefs of the Alevi-Bektashi, it is a religious ritual. Hence, in 

their doctrines, the cem is an act of worship. The cem ritual is sometimes called the ayin-i 

cem. However, the simple word cem is the generally accepted term for the Alevis-

Bektashis. The cem ritual of the Alevis-Bektashis is based upon The Assembly of Forty 

Saints (Kırklar Meclisi)3. This is a common, fundamental belief of the Alevis-Bektashis.  

 

 I shall now explain the term for hearth (ocak). It will help to understand the 

tradition of the cem. The rituals of the Alevism-Bektashism were organized through 

particular dergahs (turbah) or ocaks (hearths). Each ocak or dergah had a holy and 

charismatic religious leader. In this way, an ocak is composed of the descendants of these 

religious leaders and the dede's families. So dedes have embodied their spiritual identity. 

The religious leaders of Alevis-Bektashis are called dede/mürşit or baba. Cem rituals are 

managed by these leaders.  

 

 Today, the ocak is the fundamental organization of Alevism. Every ocak has a 

common structure, but at the same time, each ocak is unique. An ocak is established in one 

region but, the ocak’s thoughts and beliefs radiate from the centre. Each ocak has rules of 

conduct which are called erkân. These rules of conduct are performed during the cem 

rituals. The Alevis-Bektashis believe that the erkân are given to them by God, their 

ancestors and especially, their charismatic ocak leader. Norms are learned and generalized 

by them and passed on, from generation to generation. The (ocak) beliefs of the Alevis-

Bektashis have their foundation with the ancient Turks. In this work, I shall not address the 

ancient Turkic beliefs as they are not included in the research.   

 

 There is a hierarchical structure among the Alevi-Bektashi ocaks. However, the 

practices of cem rituals may vary, from ocak to ocak. Every ocak has their specific liturgy. 

The relationship between the believers-leaders-guide (talip-dede-rehper) is an important 

                                                 
3
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aspect of the traditional cem rituals. The identity and liturgy of each ocak’s cem ritual 

make it easier to understand their cultural life.  

 

 Musahip, or fraternity, is another well known obligation in the Alevi Bektashi 

belief system. It is a kind of fictive relationship. It is best described as a brotherhood 

between two men from two different families. According to the principles of their belief, 

the two pseudo brothers must share economic and social responsibilities. Moreover, they 

must monitor each other’s moral values. Each individual, initiated into Alevism, must 

respect this obligation. It should be noted that there is some variety, in some rituals, from 

one ocak to another, in the practice of musahip. However, this is not pertinent to this 

research. On the other hand, we must be cognisant of the most important and strongest 

traditional rules of the Alevis. It should be noted that, musahiplik originated amongst the 

nomadic and semi-nomadic. These societies believe that it maintains solidarity amongst 

individuals. According to their principles, no one could participate in a cem ritual without 

their musahip. In present day, however, the rule has changed due to strong social and 

economic conditions. Hence, believers in urban districts cannot carry out the traditional 

obligatory requirements4. 

 

 The cem ritual is important for the maintenance of their culture and group identity. 

According to their goals, there are many various cem rituals performed. These include the 

Muharram/Ashura, ikrar (initiation), the görgü/yıl (interrogation), the dar (for the 

deceased), the düşkünlük (for the reintegration of deviants) and the Abdal Musa. Therefore, 

they believe that each talip, initiated into Alevism, must be part of this ritual cycle. This is 

necessary to communicate with their spiritual beings and achieve their goals. They believe 

that a participant’s interactions and intentions, during a ritual, play a role in the attainment 

of their goals. 

 

 Ritual timings are important for believers. For this reason, they prefer a specific 

hour for the cem rituals. They believe that their spiritual ancestors will better understand 

and accept the ritual performers’ messages, if the cem rituals are performed at a specific 

time. Timeliness also supposedly ameliorates the group’s collectiveness and enthusiasm.  It 

                                                 
4 A. Yaman and E. Aykan, Ibid. 
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is necessary to state that cem rituals offer an interactive time for the performers. This 

interaction is amongst the performers and their ancestors.  For instance, the participants 

express great excitement and emotion. During the cem ritual, they say aloud the name of 

Hassan and Hussain. The participants may almost lose emotional control of themselves 

In the rural areas, the Alevis-Bektashis perform the rituals during the winter. Cem rituals 

are typically performed Thursday evening and end just after Thursday midnight, very early 

on Friday morning. Typically, participants are more available during the winter season. 

This is because they always work more during the spring and summer seasons. However, 

in the present day, there have been many changes to timings. This is because of the 

differences in lifestyle in rural and urban areas. The Alevis-Bektashis migrated from the 

rural setting to more urban areas. Hence, their economic, social situation and religious life 

has changed dramatically.  

 

 The Alevis-Bektashis try to find a sequestered location for their cem rituals. This 

place of worship is known as a cemevi. It will be useful to understand why they perform 

rituals in a cemevi and its specific features. Most importantly, the location must be 

physically safe. They then place a variety of physical objects in the cem room. These 

objects are designed to increase their motivation. These objects are considered sacred. 

There is a post, upon which the dede sits. There are brooms to sweep, various sticks, belts, 

illustrations, dresses, staves, prayer rugs, pitchers, a fireplace and a large kettle. 

 

 Many of the participants’ behaviours are ritualistic. These ritualistic behaviours are 

metaphoric and have symbolic meanings. The ritual is not only verbal. It is also a 

nonverbal and a behavioural symbolic system. Ritual includes body language, facial 

expressions, gestures, voice, smiles, personal and geographic space, time and artefacts. All 

of these are nonverbal. However, many stories, myths, explanations and heroic 

descriptions are also components of rituals. All of these are verbal. The main feature of 

ritual is face-to-face communication. It is interactive with a verbal, nonverbal, behavioural 

and physical context.   

 

 I would like to emphasize that many services are central to the cem rituals. There 

are no cem rituals without these services. The Alevis-Bektashis believe that all their 

ancestors watch over them. If they perform one of the ritual's services each-and-every time, 
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the cem ritual will be valid. If they do not perform these services, they also believe that a 

cem ritual can lose its sacredness. However, it must also be remembered that the names 

and orders of these services may vary, from ocak to ocak and from village to village. 

 

 For instance, the threshold is sacred in the belief of the Alevis-Bektashis. It is 

forbidden to step on the door’s threshold. The threshold represents the door; the entrance. 

It represents the entrance to the path. It also separates the sacred holy place from the 

profane outside world. In the belief system of the Alevis-Bektashis, the threshold is 

encoded with a number of profound meanings.  Therefore, they perform many ritualistic 

performances when they pass the threshold. It is necessary to state that they worship the 

threshold. The other performance is called “Dar-ı Fatma”/“dara durmak”/ “ayak 

mühürlemek” or “peymançe”. Standing before the dede, each person places their two hands 

over their heart, right hand over left.  

 

 I shall now introduce the main structure of the cem ritual. Metaphorically, this 

keystone is mutual consent. All participants of the cem ritual are interrogated by the dede 

to determine mutual consent. Participants are responsible to establish peace, not only 

during the ritual, but also in daily life. If any person is dissatisfied or distressed, they come 

to the meydan, in front of the dede, to explain and complain about those who have 

supposedly harmed them. No cem rituals may start without unanimous consent. If any 

person is dissatisfied and does not give their consent, the dede must try to find a solution. 

If no one says anything, they all shake hands and kiss. At this juncture, I should say that 

the cem ritual has many features which are components of communication. For example, 

the cem ritual is a collective representation. The cem ritual represents a form of a 

collectively shared culture. It includes accepted symbols and meanings. These are learned 

by individuals in an interactive cem ritual process. Ritual is effective with interactions 

between individuals. The ritual maintains face-to-face communication for participants.    

 

 Finally, I wish to introduce the cem ritual for the reintegration of deviants (düşkün 

kaldırma kurbanı). It has components of other traditional cem rituals. A denounced person 

(düşkün) is not allowed to take part in any ritual. Moreover, they are excommunicated and 

play no part in the community. If a person breaks any rule, they may be denounced. This is 

because, when a person wishes to initiate, their ocak dede detailed the rules of conduct.   
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The candidate then gave their promise to comply with these rules. Sometimes, if they 

break their rules of conduct, they may perform the ritual to redefine the person’s 

status. This is believed to be an act of a passage from one status to another. 

 

Today’s Alevis  

  

 This research concentrates not only on traditional cem rituals but also includes the 

changes to the Alevis’s current religious life.  We observed that the Alevis have re-

articulated their needs, according to their social, political and economic conditions.  For 

example, over the past ten years, the traditional roles and status of the dedes have changed. 

I observed this in the urban areas where the Alevis now live. When the Alevis migrated 

from rural areas to urban areas such as İstanbul, Ankara and İzmir, many of the Alevi 

individuals lost their ocak identity. Currently, with respect to ritual requirements, I have 

observed that there are essentially four types of Alevis; 

 

1. Alevis who perform their traditional cem rituals.  

2. Alevis who have certainly lost their ocak identity but wish to return.  

3. Alevis who go to cemevis within the metropolises.  

4. Alevis who learn of cem rituals through social media.  

 

 It is important to highlight the last two instances. The erosion of the traditional 

Alevi belief system first appeared when they migrated from rural to urban areas. Although 

the Alevis-Bektashis still try to carry on their culture through cem rituals, most have lost 

their ocak identity. This is because they could not participate in the cem ritual. However, 

the Alevis now in urban areas are anxious not to lose their traditions. They are willing to 

strengthen their identity within the group, through cem rituals. The Alevis now have many 

solid foundations and associations within city sites. They now participate in cem rituals 

within urban areas such as Şahkulu, Karacahmet, Yeni Bosna, and the Sultangazi Cemevis 

in Istanbul. However, as I noted previously, generally, the cem ritual for the reintegration 

of deviants (düşkün kaldırma kurbanı), musahiplik, cannot be performed within 

metropolitan areas. Individuals may go to cem rituals within the city, but the participants 

may not belong to the same dede and ocak. In other words, no one is initiated or 
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questioned before their dede and congregation. The city is big, crowded and complex. 

Simply, the participants do not know each other well. Metaphorically, young people are 

especially lost. Generally, young persons do not believe in their traditions and they are not 

willing to participate in cem rituals. They do not regard a dede without question. Moreover, 

the Alevi’s economic and social conditions have changed. This is because many believe 

that the religious and social order has been damaged. I have tried to explain why traditional 

cem rituals are important to the Alevis and how it has changed over the last two decades. 

When we understand traditional cem rituals we can better understand the related cultural 

changes. I would like to emphasize that in recent years, the Alevis have been struggling to 

find dedes and ocaks for cem rituals. However, I shall not mention it further because this is 

not pertinent to this research.  

 

Comparision  

 

 To return to my focus, some Alevis and Sunnis learn cem rituals by means of social 

media.  The Abdi İpekçi cem ritual is an important example for my research. Not only the 

Alevis Bektashis, take part in this ritual.  It also includes citizens from Turkey and from 

elsewhere. It takes in politicians, academics, intellectuals and religious leaders of various 

beliefs. As I indicate earlier, the framework of traditional ritual is specified by time, place 

and space. At this juncture, I shall compare traditional cem rituals to those celebrated 

through multimedia.  

 

Operationally, I follow Victor Turner’s (1977: 183) definition5 of rituals. 

According to his definition, the framework of traditional ritual is specified by the bodily 

performance, time, place and space. The sacred place is both a medium and focus of 

religious rituals. This is because the cemevi separates the holy place (sacred) from the 

(profane) outside world. However, nowadays the Alevis perform cem rituals in sports halls, 

stadiums and open-air theatres. In fact, participants may create a sacred space through the 

use of physical objects and bodily performances within these spaces. The Abdi İpekçi Spor 

Salonu Cem Ritual is a good example. Most of the Alevi believers, from both near and far, 

gather in these kinds of places, rather than the bigger cemevis. 

                                                 
5 V. Turner, Ibid, 1977, p. 183. 
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I shall now describe some essential differences between traditional cem rituals and the 

rituals that are shown on social media. The following are major differences that lead one to 

the characteristics of cem rituals as celebrated in social media;  

 

1. Cem rituals are watched by audiences on social media. The participants may 

include believers from different religions, politicians, intellectuals, students, etc. 

However, the participants have little or no connection to the rituals performances.  

This situation may be referred to as “Neither here, nor there” used by Turner6 to 

describe liminality. It means to wait at a threshold, to skip to another status or 

“betwixt and between” the positions. Here, neither audience is in the cem ritual nor 

they are in the outside of the ritual. They participate in cem ritual through 

cyberspace. 

    

2. Ritual content is extended by social media. For example: the semah is an essential 

ancient religious practice and a main component of the cem ritual. The Semah 

includes movements, gestures, rhythms and melodies. Both men and women dance. 

I observed a semah in the cem rituals of different ocaks. They perform the semah 

with different movements, rhythms, melodies and dresses. These differences are 

caused by the various decisions, rules and performances of the Alevis-Bektashis. 

However, cem rituals on media show a more standardized structure to their 

audiences.  

 

However, we may consider the sema as a traditional ritual dance of the Mevlevis 

The dance is performed in the Abdi İpekçi Spor Salonu Cem Ritual. The dance is a 

kind of composition and one may observe many videos like that on social media. 

So these kinds of rituals can be seen as a current example of reproduction or the 

invention of cem rituals7. 

3. During the Abdi İpekçi Spor Salonu Cem Ritual or similar, many persons, mostly 

amateurs, were observed recording the rituals as photos or videos. Hence, the 

                                                 
6 V. Turner, The Rritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure, NewYork, Aldine de Gruyter, 

1969, p. 95. 
7 E. Hobsbawn and T. Ranger, Geleneğin İcadı, İstanbul, Agorakitaplığı, 2006. 
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recorded cem ritual was subsequently made available to audiences and published 

on social media networks. Many who make recordings are anonymous film 

directors.  They will often alter sounds and images. They may change the liturgy 

of rituals through the use of simple copy-and-paste techniques. Moreover, the 

Cem Foundation produced CD-ROMs and placed them on the marketplace for the 

curious.  Alternatively, whenever a user wishes, they may download the video and 

in turn, share it with others on social media networks like Facebook.    

 

4. Cem rituals are not performed in virtual space. I mentioned this previously, so I 

shall not repeat myself. As noted earlier, the Alevis perform cem rituals in many 

places such as sports halls, stadiums, etc. However, these venues are not their 

sacred places of worship. However, whenever audiences watch the ritual on social 

media, the ritual can become a cem “cyberspace”.  

 

5. Are multimedia cem rituals the real thing? During a cem ritual, believers mainly 

communicate with their spiritual world to offer their goals and desires. On the other 

hand, participants also communicate with each other. Often, participants lose 

themselves emotionally, during the ritual. Participants of cem rituals share common 

memories and emotions. This is because they are willing to perform the cem ritual 

together, to realize their desires and maintain their Alevi identity. We may explain 

this by two terms; Durkkheim’s effervescence8 and Turner’s communitas9. 

Communitas is a feeling of great social solidarity, equality, and togetherness of 

community as a group. So, I am sure that social media’s cem rituals cannot be seen 

as an excellent example of collective effervescence and communitas. Social media 

participants can neither concentrate to worship, nor participate with others in the 

virtual audience. Participants cannot concentrate their focus on just the cem ritual, 

because, they are face-to-face with cameras during the cem ritual. They know that 

someone may watch them.  

 

                                                 
8 E. Durkheim, The Elemantary Forms of Religious Life, New York, Free Press, 1995. 
9 V. Turner, The Rritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure, NewYork, Aldine de Gruyter, 

1969, p. 95-97. 
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6. As mentioned previously, another main issue is that many ritualistic performances 

such as the threshold, sacrifice and the sharing of food are performed during the 

cem rituals. For example, an individual may change from one status to another by 

killing an animal. These are the more important parts of the cem ritual. They 

protect participants from harm and provide some other benefits. Hence a multi 

media audience cannot do these kinds of performances. How can a digital audience 

receive healing from a dede? A digital audience cannot perform ritualistic 

behaviours such as the threshold. They cannot touch a ritual object. So the remote 

audience cannot receive the healing power of the dede. Finally, participants are 

limited in their ability to do ritualistic positions or any other performances in the 

Abdi İpekçi or other cem rituals on social media.  

 

Conclusion  

I would like to repeat my basic question. Given that there are various ritual 

practices between Ocaks in different areas, and that cem rituals are performed at sacred 

times, in sacred places, with qualified performers, how and why has a standardized order 

of cem rituals become available today on social media?  Cem rituals have become available 

in many venues such as stadiums, sports halls and amphitheatres. These are then published 

on social media. These kinds of rituals are known as union (birlik) cem rituals. The 

primarily goal of union (birlik) cem rituals is to demonstrate to others the power, solidarity 

and unity of the Alevis-Bektashis. The union (birlik) cem rituals also maintain unity of the 

Alevis-Bektashis who have certainly lost their ocak or religious leader identity but wish to 

return. Some Alevis-Bektashis learn cem rituals by means of social media.  However, there 

is an important question. Why do they record and published these on the social media? 

And why do they perform the Abdi İpekçi Cem Ritual? Alirıza Uğurlu, dede in Hıdır Abdal 

Ocak said, “We have been slandered because our worship is not known by others. People 

should know each other. In this way, we believe that an enemy cannot come between us 

(on the 25th of December 2004)”.  

 

I asked, why they are willing to publish their cem rituals on social media. I 

interviewed, in depth, twenty individuals. I observed that the Alevis-Bektashis want to be 

known by others. They want to eliminate the prejudices of others. Hence, they open their 

cem rituals to persons from other beliefs. They allow videos and photos.  

http://tureng.com/search/eliminate%20the%20prejudices
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At this juncture, I would like to underline that although videos are published on 

social media, traditional cem rituals are still currently performed amongst the Alevis-

Bektashis. However, the Alevis-Bektashis want to clear the way to communicate with each 

other. They want to meet persons who have the same beliefs, ideas and emotions. They 

also want to offer loyalty to their belief.  These are all possible by the power of social 

media. As a result, they have succeeded in their struggled to attain the benefits of social 

media.  
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