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‘Marginalised Islam’
The Transfer of Rural Rituals into Urban 

and Pluralist Contexts and the Emergence 

of Transnational ‘Communities of Practice’

Robert Langer 

The Islamic Studies/Ottoman Studies sub-project of the 
Collaborative Research Center ‘Dynamics of Ritual’ at Heidelberg 
University focuses on formerly so-called ‘heterodox’ groups of 
Islamic origin. These groups emerged in the late middle ages and 
early modern times in the region around Upper Mesopotamia, 
reaching out into Southern Caucasia and Western Iran. Upper 
Mesopotamia was from the sixteenth century onwards part of the 
Ottoman Empire.1 The region nowadays comprises Central and 
Eastern Anatolia, Northern Syria and Iraqi Kurdistan. Modern 
migrations brought the ritual practice of heterodox Muslim 
groups form the rural Near East into its urban centres — such as 
I
.
stanbul or Ankara — and even further to Western Europe. In the 

course of this development and in connection with high degrees 
of mobility, communication and media representation (especially 
the medialisation of rituals), diaspora groups of Islamic origin 
developed transnational ‘communities of practice’2 comprising the 
diaspora communities, the groups in urban centres of the Near 
East, as well as the remaining village communities in the regions 
of origin. This essay deals mainly with the Alevis from Turkey 
and aims to exemplify some aspects of the concept of ‘transfer of 
ritual’, which was developed at Heidelberg as an analytical means 
to analyse the relation between transformations of rituals and 
changing contexts of cultural performances.
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A classical Islamic studies’ perspective defi ned the historical 
starting point of many ‘heterodox’ Muslim groups as an extre-
mist, radical ideology (ghulûw, ‘exaggerating’ — in this context: 
exaggerating the role of the Imams, worshipping them as emana-
tions of God). This ideology developed out of the schism of the 
early Muslim community after the death of Muhammad, at that 
time mainly a confl ict over how succession in the leadership of the 
Muslim community should be realised: electoral or hereditary (‘the 
imams’). Taking up the viewpoint of Muslim orthodoxy (Sunni as 
well as Shii), non-conformist groups were qualifi ed as ‘sectarian’ 
(fi raq, ‘sects’, singular: fi rqa). In fact, they were a reservoir for 
(economically, politically or religiously) discontent parts of the 
population as their ideology to ‘liberate the downtrodden’ in con-
nection with millenarian expectations was very attractive to them. 
This ideology of redemption was appealing to socio-economically 
marginalised groups such as the non-Arabs in the fi rst centuries of 
Islamic history. The reason for this was the identifi cation with the 
suppressed and murdered, but highly-revered leaders of the Shiite 
branch of Islam, the so-called imams. The most important incident 
in this history of suppression was the Karbalâ` incident, when 
Husayn, the grandson of Muhammad and son of his cousin and 
son-in-law, ́ Alî, was murdered by soldiers of the Sunni dynasty of 
the Banû Umayya (Omayyads) in the Iraqi desert. The ideology of 
the so-called ghulât or ‘exaggerators’,3 who themselves were Shiite, 
but ‘exaggerated’ the veneration of ́ Alî, Husayn and other imams, 
was in the middle ages accommodated by tribal groups, mostly 
speakers of Iranian and Turkic languages and partly tribal Arabs. 
The adherents of several ghulûw traditions were mainly Turkmen 
and Kurdish tribesmen. In the course of history, ethno-religious 
groups emerged, triggered by social uprisings of rural populations 
(nomadic as well as sedentary) against state authority.

In order to take up a perspective independent of orthodox 
Islam, instead of ‘heterodox Muslim sects’, at least in a modern 
context, Islamic studies should rather refer to such traditions as 
‘marginalised ethno-religious groups of Islamic origin’, as they 
were marginalised by an ‘orthodoxisation’ of mainstream Muslim 
teaching and practice through central state authorities. Their 
beliefs and practices are ‘heterodox’ from a theological position 
that defi nes orthodoxy, a distinction that has not to be decided 



90 ! Robert Langer

for by an academic discipline.4 To name some of the groups still 
existing: Arab Nusayri (´Alawiyyûn), Kurdish Yezidi/Yazîdî (Êzdî) 
and Ahl-e Haqq (Yârsân),5 and Turkic as well as Kurdish Alevi, 
also called Kızılbaş with many subgroups from the Balkans to 
Northern Iraq and North-western Iran. Many of these groups — 
although not all of them — share a strong veneration of ́ Alî and his 
descendants, e.g., the name Alevi, i.e., ‘pertaining to ´Alî (cousin 
and son-in-law of Muhammad)’, underlines.6

The Alevis especially were successfully pacifi ed, put under 
indirect state control or marginalised in remote areas during 
Ottoman times; and even today — under republican rule — they 
still have restricted access to political power and economic wealth 
in Turkey. Nevertheless, they constitute a strong demographic 
force in modern Turkey, as reasonable estimates hold 10 to 20 per 
cent of the actual Turkish population — both Turkish and Kurdish 
— as Alevi.7 The Arab Nusayris (´Alawiyyûn), on the other hand, 
are part of the ruling Syrian elite, represented by the Asad family.8 
The Yezidi — never completely subdued by Ottoman authority 
— still practice their military tradition, either as part of Kurdish 
movements that fought against the regime of Saddâm Husayn or 
as activists in the ‘Kurdish Workers Party’ in Turkey, also known 
as PKK (Partiyê Kârkerân-ê Kordestân).9

Because of the above-mentioned political and economical 
marginalisation, members of these groups participated over-
proportionally in the migrations of the twentieth century, to the 
mega-cities of the region or to Western Europe, either as labour 
migrants or as political refugees. More than ever before, this 
brought them into contact with mainstream Islam, with secularised 
movements as well as with Orientalist scholarship. Nationalists 
interpreted their religious traditions as the ‘true’ religion of the 
respective ethnicity (‘nation’) in opposition to orthodox Islam. 
This way, Kurdish intellectuals presented Kurdish forms of 
Alevism or Yezidism as the ‘true’ Kurdish religion (belonging to 
the Iranian-Zoroastrian tradition), depending on their respective 
ethno-religious background. Turkish Alevism on the other 
hand was described as continuing the religion of the pre-Islamic 
‘shamanistic’ Turks or at least as the original Turkic kind of Islam 
by Turkish scholars, as opposed to the Arab Islam, but equally 
opposed to the orthodox Shia of the Persians. Movements from 
within the communities, on the other hand, willingly took over the 
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promises of nationalist or socialist ideologies after World War II, 
secularising their specifi c identities in terms of these ideologies. The 
migration processes generated urban and diasporic communities10 
of these non-orthodox, non-Sunni Muslims who, formerly, had 
been entirely semi-nomadic or sedentary rural populations within a 
semi-autonomous tribal system, hidden away from the perception 
of urban orthodox religious authorities as well as from Western 
scholarship.11

Starting in the 1980s, Alevi activists took up religious elements 
of their cultural tradition and re-invented religious ritual practice 
after having migrated away from the rural areas. Consequently, 
they transferred their ritual into large near eastern cities and 
into pluralist Western societies. This transfer of rituals into new 
contexts altered the ritual practice according to the new context 
factors.12 This is especially evident in the case of the Alevi cem-
ritual, a congregational gathering with communal prayers, singing 
and ritual dancing, usually framed by animal sacrifi ce before, and 
a communal meal at its end (see Langer 2006). In the so-called 
ayin-i cem (from Persian â‘în, ‘rule, regulation’, and Arabic djam´, 
‘collecting, assembling’), an Alevi local community congregates 
from time to time to conduct a service under the leadership of 
members of their priestly caste, the so-called dedes (Turkic, literally 
‘grandfathers’, i.e., ‘elders’).

In traditional contexts such as the village community, this 
ritual also fulfi lled the important task of a local law court, presided 
over by the dedes, as members of ‘heretic’ groups avoided the 
offi cial qâdî courts, which applied orthodox Sunni law until the 
end of the Ottoman Empire. In Europe as well as in the Turkish 
cities such as I

.
stanbul or Ankara, their congregational cem-ritual, 

formerly practised only in secret seclusion within the village 
community, became more public, and was partly even used in 
secular demonstrations and festivals.13 This had a reverse impact 
on the remaining village culture, where the traditional cem-ritual 
was no longer practised regularly since the 1970s, due to (self-) 
secularisation of the younger generation and harsh suppression 
of non-Sunni religious practices by state authorities following 
the re-Islamisation of Turkey during the rule of the conservative 
‘Democratic Party’ in the 1950s.

As far as pre-modern contexts up to the end of the nineteenth 
century are concerned, we are not able to recognise — out of 
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contemporary sources — an Alevi identity that comprised all 
such groups, which can be considered as proto-Alevi. Even the 
designation ‘Alevi’ was not used in the modern sense as a term for 
a distinct Muslim group of ‘confession’, but only in its narrower 
meaning as ‘pertaining to ´Alî’ or ‘stemming from ´Alî’. The 
‘Sunnifi cation’ of the Muslim population of the Ottoman Empire 
since the sixteenth century (after the victory of the Ottomans 
over Safavid Iran) led to a retreat of ‘heterodox’ groups into the 
geographical periphery of the empire (rural and especially mount-
ainous areas).

Although we can fi nd networks of religious specialists and their 
lay-people, attached to each other over generations, stretching 
across wide ranges of Anatolia and Upper Mesopotamia, and al-
though the groups in question indisputably shared several beliefs 
and practices that are common to modern Alevism, we can only 
speak of a ‘constellation of (resembling) practices’.14 This fact 
can be proven by means of ethnographical material describing 
different forms of religious practice (although we have no com-
plete description of a pre-modern ritual), and by the fact that con-
temporary Alevis complain about the different local traditions on 
how to conduct a ‘proper’ cem-ritual. Alevis usually see this local 
differentiation of practice as a direct result of Sunni oppression. 
Activists want to overcome this heterogeneity of ritual forms by a 
‘unifi ed’ cem. In fact, a survey of ethnographic material shows a set 
(or rather continuum) of many different (though resembling each 
other) ‘communities of practice’ from different areas stretching 
from the Balkans across Anatolia up to Caucasia, Western Iran and 
Upper Mesopotamia (Northern Iraq). This differing ‘communities 
of practice’ during the last decades came into contact in urban 
and diaspora contexts due to migration and urbanisation of rural 
Alevis. As the migrated Alevis hold or have re-established contact 
with their rural regions of origin, and the diaspora communities 
have strong ties with the urban communities in I·stanbul or Ankara, 
we can speak of a triangular village–city–Western diaspora, which 
now forms the transnational fi eld of discourse and practice.15 This 
has developed only recently through the relatively cheap access 
to modern transportation and information technologies. As a 
result, modern means of mobility and medialisation (of rituals) have 
made possible the creation of a virtual ‘community of practice’, 
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out of what formerly could only be referred to as a ‘constellation 
of (resembling) practices’: the modern Alevilik (‘Alevism’).

The contemporary situation concerning the cem-ritual can be 
described as follows. The ritual is most regularly practised in the 
city cemevis (‘assembly houses’), in many cases on a weekly basis, 
taking place usually on Thursday evening (which is called the 
‘Friday evening’, according to the traditional Near Eastern concept 
of time measuring where the day starts with sunset). This weekly 
cem-rituals, performed in a distinct Alevi architectural environment 
attended by urban Alevis, are the most likely forms of ritual that 
modern Alevis have the chance to participate in. In many villages, 
such modernised forms of congregational ritual organised to last 
only one or two hours according to modern concepts of daily 
working routine are present either through television broadcast 
from the cities’ cemevis or as actually practiced rituals led by urban 
dedes in newly-built village cemevis. In spite of the ubiquity of this 
modernised ritual, most Alevis still refer to the pre-modern village 
cems that functioned as a legal court and lasted many hours, as the 
‘real’ or ‘ideal’ cem, although in reality these forms of cem have no 
longer been regularly performed for decades. It has to take place 
in the village community, which is no longer functioning as the 
sole entity of religious, social and economic life due to migration. 
Some communities tried to re-establish this pre-modern form by 
bringing together all families from the same village in an urban 
cemevi.

When we analyse recent performances of cem-rituals, we can 
distinguish different transmission or reception lines: continuing 
traditions from regional contexts, and modern cems or parts of 
the cem. These modern cems are perceived by Alevis either as live 
performances (in cemevis, at festivals, etc.) or through television 
broadcasts. Both, the recollections of village religious culture 
as well as patterns of recent cem performances were transferred 
to Western Europe through migration. Alevis in the diaspora 
perceive their modern cem-rituals, which are conducted in the 
communities in Europe only irregularly once or twice a year, as 
‘not being the proper ritual’. Instead, they tend to imagine the 
‘authentic’ cem to take place in a pre-modern setting, i.e., the vil-
lage community. In certain cases, people who plan to migrate 
back to their village of origin (and set the ground for these plans 
by building modern houses in the villages) have a special interest 
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in re-establishing religious live ‘back home’. This is a counter- 
movement towards standardised forms of the ritual as well as 
against the political organisations that are responsible for such 
attempts at standardisation and centralisation and are attempting 
to monopolise the representation of ‘Alevism’. However, contem-
porary urban Alevis naturally have become acquainted with Alevi 
ritual only in the migrational contexts, through its discourse, way 
of thinking and modernised practice.

In the course of my research, I encountered an example of this 
temporary bringing back of Alevi congregational ritual practice to 
the village in one East-Central Anatolian village. In 2006, a cem-
ritual was organised by a German Alevi who went to his village of 
origin for a short visit to his old mother. Although he encouraged 
the elderly villagers to practise the ritual as they remembered it from 
their childhood, it had a modern structure, as there was no one left 
who dared to lead the ritual in its entirety as it was practised in the 
past and only some sequences were re-enacted in the traditional 
way. In order to lead the ritual, an urban dede from the city was 
brought, who practised it in a more standardised form. In addition 
to such direct infl uences, the omnipresence of television, including 
private stations run by Alevi entrepreneurs and organisations, 
which regularly broadcast weekly cem-rituals from urban cemevis, 
transports several modern forms of ritual practice from the cities 
into the village houses. Most striking examples for that are staged 
rituals such as the semah dance, performed by dancing groups in 
designed costumes, professional, amplifi ed music performances by 
professional musicians, especially designed and decorated rooms 
for the ritual (cem salonları), et cetera. It has to be kept in mind that 
the transmission of ritual knowledge is nowadays occupied by such 
medialised forms of rituals (television, books, magazines), and not 
by the practise of ritual itself (mimetics), nor by traditional learning 
from generation to generation by oral transmission. The infl uence 
of these virtual, medial forms can be detected in their modern 
religious practice as they exercise elements from broadcasted 
rituals in their actual ritual performances. This complex network of 
mutual infl uences is a basis for the establishment of a ‘virtual com-
munity of practice’, replacing the former, pre-modern fi eld of a 
constellation of related, but autonomous practices. This realisation 
of standardised ritual elements nowadays characterises the fi eld 
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of Alevi ritual in as far a geographical range as from England to 
Eastern Anatolia, and from Sweden to Australia.

In this essay, I am focussing on the Alevis from Turkey in order 
to exemplify some aspects of the concept of transfer of ritual.16 
Moreover, I show how easily scholars can be involved in identity 
politics, not only at the group but also at a national or even 
transnational level. This happens when the researcher is dealing 
with processes of transfer and transference of ritual, e.g., from 
Turkey to Germany or from Turkish to German language, which 
can be interpreted as acculturation or — worse — as assimilation 
processes. It has to be taken into account that nationalistic ideology 
has recently gained much importance and broad acceptance 
in Turkey. The so-called ‘moderate Islamicists’ of the ruling 
‘AK Party’ (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) and their prime minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan are struggling for Turkey’s European Union 
membership, trying to fulfi l certain requirements set by European 
politicians, e.g., in respect of minority rights. Thus, opposition to-
wards the ‘Islamic’ politicians as well as towards the European 
Union — an attitude that gained ground with the Turkish public 
in recent times — is formulated along nationalistic lines.

In order to exemplify my points I will quote from a Turkish 
newspaper. I use citations from this article later on as a means to 
exemplify aspects of the transfer of Alevi ritual from Turkey to 
Germany as well as dynamic transferences between Alevi religious 
life and the surrounding German culture. Several statements by 
the author of the article, which was a reaction to a lecture I gave 
at a congress on Alevi culture in Şanlıurfa (Turkey), should serve 
to highlight some aspects of the transfer of ritual processes. This 
concerns particularly the dynamical alterations rituals go through 
when their contexts are changed as well as the effects trans-
formations of rituals can have on social actors confronted with 
such processes (here, fi rst of all, the author of the article). The 
text in its English translation17 runs as follows:

A lecture about ‘South-Eastern Anatolian Religious Culture in the 
Life of Alevis in Germany and the Role of Their Rituals’ was given 
by the German scholar Dr. Robert Langer [at a congress in Şanlıurfa, 
Turkey]. The lecture given by Langer displayed pretty well the 
Germans’ point of view concerning the Turks and how they wish 
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to destroy the values of the Turks by means of an offi cial [German] 
state policy. Langer, in his presentation, spoke about an Alevi dede 
[a religious specialist] from Tunceli [formerly Dersim, in Eastern 
Turkey] performing [the Alevi congregational] cem-ritual in Germany 
in German language instead of Turkish and at the same time he 
showed this ceremony to the audience on the screen. The German 
scholar was absolutely content, satisfi ed and happy that an Alevi 
dede had performed cem in German language. In his presentation, 
he pushed it even further when he mentioned with tears in his 
eyes and sadness in his voice that the Zazas and Kurmancis [two 
Kurdish groups in Turkey] have lost their languages. Because of 
that, [Professor] Arslanoğlu jumped up from his chair and gave 
an amazing speech […]: ‘I congratulate the Germans, for they are 
assimilating Turkish children and even Alevi dedes. Dr. Langer 
mentions with sadness that Kurmancis and Zazas have lost their 
languages. However, I guess he does not at all regret that Turkish 
children forget their language; he is even contented. Not too long 
ago a German person in charge suggested that Turkish children 
who speak Turkish on the schoolyard should be sentenced to clean 
the school’s yard. As you know, the German minister of interior 
has said that assimilation is the best way to adjust Turkish children 
to Germany.’ While receiving vows of applause, the hall screaming 
for more, Arslanoğlu continued his speech. ‘By accepting Alevism 
as a religious minority, the European Union wants to use it against 
Turkey. However, the patriotic Alevis do not approve of that. 
Westerners do not research just for the research. The research done 
by them has to serve their purposes and their advantage. Well, for 
our entry to the European Union they want us to give up Cyprus, 
accept the Armenian genocide and give away the straits and the 
waters of Tigris and Euphrates to an international foundation. That 
makes their aims more than clear.’ […] I congratulate Arslanoğlu 
with all my heart, who gave a pretty nice lesson for the other 
speakers, who stayed silent and just supported the German scholar 
who spoke at an international academic congress like someone 
offi cially in charge of assimilation.18

This article appeared in the newspaper of a Turkish nationalistic 
party.19 Professor Arslanoğlu, a friend of the party leader, is 
employed at a state-sponsored institute for research on Anatolian 
‘folk Islam’ in Ankara. The article uses a propagandistic style and 
is manipulative, as its author, in line with the cited professor, 
equals the presentation of empirical data, which I presented at the 
mentioned congress, with infl uencing processes of acculturation 
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through migration in general and transfer of ritual especially in a 
political way with the aim of assimilation. This is not so astonishing 
if we reconsider the mechanisms of Turkish politics towards 
the cultural, linguistic and ethnic heterogeneity of Turkey. In 
a quasi-magical fashion, facts that would destroy the picture of 
an ethnically and culturally homogenous country were not to be 
spoken of. In order to reach the general aim of Turkish cultural 
politics since the foundation of the Republic, namely to create a 
homogenous culture of ‘Turkishness’, ethnic and cultural dif-
ferences have offi cially been neglected.

The cited article gives a good starting point in order to demon-
strate how considerable parts of the Turkish public, who were 
socialised for generations in a framework of Turkish nationalism, 
receive cultural transformations, such as transfer of ritual between 
Turkey and Germany, within ethno-religious groups from Turkey 
as well as research on that process. Besides, it gives a clear-cut 
example of how easily and quickly the scholar and his — from 
his own point of view impartial — research can be utilised for 
political propaganda. He is then perceived as part of an offi cial 
German state policy, unfortunately not only by political extremists. 
It is not conceivable for most people socialised in the thoroughly 
centralised Turkish Republic, that there is no central, well-planned 
policy behind processes of acculturation. Moreover, anyone who 
is familiar with the political system of Federal Germany is aware 
that, even if there would be attempts for such a policy at a central 
level of the Federal state, the governments of the German member 
countries would not accept interference of Federal authorities in 
cultural-educational politics. The reason for that is that they are 
in charge of cultural and educational politics guaranteed to them 
by the Constitution and do not allow the interference of Federal 
authorities in their genuine fi elds of competence. Therefore, 
at best, one could inquire for planned cultural politics towards 
migrant communities in the respective member countries of the 
Federal state. However, this is most often not the case. While talk-
ing to some members of German Federal state ministries of culture 
on the topic of Turkish Alevis, it became clear to me that state 
offi cials dealing with the question of Muslim religious education 
at state schools (which involves the Alevi wish of separate lessons 
for their children) were generally not familiar with the religio-
cultural tradition and practices of the groups in question. Other 
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ministries are not involved in issues touching on Alevi religious 
practice. In short, there is no German offi cial capable of such 
an assimilation mission, as was stated in the article, even if the 
German politicians wished to assimilate Alevis and their religious 
and cultural traditions.

However, the article highlights points of cultural transformations, 
although they are not engineered by a sinister state policy of assimi-
lation. They are part of a process of cultural transfer processes and 
transferences of certain elements (such as language or dates of 
festival calendars of the society where the migrants have settled), 
which have been formulated theoretically for the context of ritual 
(Langer, Lüddeckens, Radde, Snoek 2006). Instead of repeat-
ing here the theory as a closed concept, I will use the case of the 
Turkish Alevis in connection with points made (and omitted) in 
the Turkish article quoted above in order to illustrate the an-
alytical, heuristic potential of the theoretical concept of ‘transfer 
of ritual’.

Cultural performances such as rituals materialise within cer-
tain contexts, which are formed by nature, society and respective 
sociocultural, political and economical processes, as well as his-
torical correlations. The contexts change in the course of time, 
maybe faster when change of place is involved like in the case of 
recent migrations during the twentieth century, when modern 
means of transportation and communication enabled more 
rapid and larger exchanges of population, material culture and 
ideas. These contextual aspects, such as media, space, ecosystem, 
culture, religion, politics, economy, society, gender and social 
groups, infl uence rituals or elements of ritual. In such cases, the 
function of the ritual may change, its script may be adjusted, the 
performance adapted to the new contexts, and so on. On the other 
hand, such ‘internal dimensions’ of rituals can be altered delib-
erately or unconsciously. Consequently, this has an effect on the 
contexts surrounding the ‘ritual’.

Such is the case with the Alevi cem-ritual, which Alevi func-
tionaries intentionally instrumentalised and used strategically in 
an accordingly modifi ed popularised form, especially in the large 
Turkish cities, where the ‘cem-houses’ serve also as a political and 
cultural centre, where functionaries can reach a large public, 
attending the congregational ritual on a weekly basis. Functionaries 
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and intellectual leaders of the Alevi communities had an inter-
est in establishing such facilities and organisations in order to 
mobilise Alevi masses, on the one hand, and to generate political 
awareness of their identity politics in the society and political class, 
on the other. Functionaries and intellectuals were experienced 
in organising the masses from their previous activities in (mostly 
leftist) political organisations in which they were active before the 
coup d’état in Turkey of 1980. (At that time, religious affi liation was 
not on the agenda as a marker of identity.) Consequently, they were 
able to organise and publicise Alevism in a professional manner. 
This newly-gained publicity of Alevism, besides mobilising Alevis, 
also had an impact on the non-Alevis who either opposed and 
even attacked the Alevis physically as ‘heretics’ or accepted them 
as harmless fellow citizens. The last point illustrates the two 
sides of the coin of the emancipation processes of marginalised 
communities. They gain a modernised identity and establish 
organisations to serve their interests, which were earlier occupied 
by (mostly socialist and communist) political organisations. 
On the other hand, they become visible and therefore open to 
criticism or even attack, whereas before the migration in their 
rural regions of origin they held a low profi le, practising taqîya 
(the Qur‘ânic concept of dissimulating one’s belief to safeguard 
oneself in a hostile surrounding) whenever they were outside of 
their communities. Some points concerning contextual aspects 
of transfer processes of Alevi ritual shall be elaborated in the 
following paragraphs.

The Historical Context

The historical perspective is deliberately not presented explicitly 
in the Turkish article, as it is part of an ongoing struggle within 
and beyond the community over the ‘essence’ of Alevism: namely, 
whether it supports the state or, to the contrary, is a danger to 
the state. The groups under investigation in our research project 
were traditionally called Muslim ‘sects’, attributed as ‘syncretistic’ 
and ‘heterodox’ by Western scholarship and simply as ‘heretic’ by 
orthodox Muslim sources.20 They formed under the infl uence of 
different extremist Shiite and mystical ideologies of economically 
marginalised groups, which often were part of tribal systems and 
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of specifi c ethnic backgrounds such as Kurdish, other Iranian 
people (like Zazas) or Turkmen. Those ideologies were used by folk 
religious leaders (who later came to be considered as ‘holy men’) 
— in the tradition of Shiism as the ideology of the downtrodden — 
as a means to stimulate socio-political uprisings against estab-
lished orthodox dynasties and the economical oppression 
enforced by state structures. This formative phase stretches from 
the emergence of Turkic dynasties in the core region of those 
groups (i.e., Anatolia, Upper Mesopotamia, South Caucasia and 
Western Iran) in the eleventh century to the consolidation of an 
Ottoman-Iranian dualism in the sixteenth century. From sixteenth 
to nineteenth centuries, both states — the Ottoman and Iranian 
empires — conducted a two-fold policy of extermination and 
integration towards heretic groups, with the support of Muslim 
orthodoxy, Sunni in the case of the Ottomans, Twelver Shii in 
the case of Iran. One instance of attempts to integrate ‘heterodox’ 
Muslims into state structures can be seen in the attitude of the 
Ottoman Empire towards the adherence of the ‘holy man’ (velî) 
Hacı Bektaş, the eponymous founder of the Bektashi order. This 
order of dervishes (the Bektaşiyye), which was already in charge 
of taking care of the spiritual needs of the elite infantry corps of 
the Janissaries, was restructured as an order bound to the state 
by means of ‘pious foundations’ (evkâf, singular: vakıf). These 
evkâf were established by sultans and state offi cials, in order to 
control and ‘pacify’ (proto-)Alevis in West and Central Anatolia. 
This control was established when Alevi groups accepted the 
‘monastery’ (tekke) of Hacıbektaş as their spiritual centre. In late 
Ottoman times (nineteenth to twentieth century), Hacı Bektaş 
Velî was increasingly seen as a kind of ‘national’ Turkish saint, 
in the context of the development of Turkish nationalism (out of 
an ‘Ottoman’ patriotism) at the turn from the nineteenth century. 
The Bektashi order — after a phase of suppression as a result of 
the extermination of the Janissary troops in 1826 until the end of 
the nineteenth century, when it had recovered again — gained 
even more infl uence over Turkish Alevis during World War I and 
the independence wars of the Turkish Republic. At that time, the 
leadership of the Bektashi order mobilised people to take part in 
the wars against the Western allies occupying Anatolia and against 
the Greek invasion troops. Consequently, many Turkish Alevi dede 
lineages (ocak, Turkic, literally ‘hearth’, hence ‘family, clan, lineage’) 
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which received diploma from the seat of the order21 came to be 
indirectly linked to state authority. The establishment of modern 
state structures in the region from the nineteenth century onwards 
and especially the economically caused migrations after World 
War II brought the heterogeneity of the Near Eastern Muslim 
population again to the surface.

As this historical context can be interpreted either as a tradition 
of resistance to states perceived as ‘Turkish’, or, to the contrary, 
as a ‘patriotic’ Turkish folk Islam, which is a source of national 
pride, the author of the cited article is omitting to refer to the tricky 
problem of contextualising ‘Alevism’ historically. This is of special 
importance to the contextualisation of the ‘heterodox’ ritual forms 
of Alevism, in comparison to orthodox Sunni Islam; namely the 
gender equality within the participating congregation, the leading 
of the ritual by ‘holy men’ stemming from the family of the prophet, 
singing and dancing during the ritual. These constitutive elements 
of Alevi ritual can, by means of historical and ethnographical data, 
be interpreted either as an ‘Old Turkic’, ‘shamanistic’ tradition (a 
positive interpretation by Turkish nationalists, especially from an 
anti-Islamic tradition), or alternatively as a special form of ‘Turkish 
Islam’ (supreme to the Arabic ‘Wahhabism’) or as a heretical Shiite 
infl uence.

The Geographical and Spatial 

Context Aspect

As far as the contextual aspect of geography/space is concerned, 
in the cited article, the major geographical regions of settlements 
of Alevis and other marginalised ethno-religious minorities are 
mentioned as the core region of Turkish national interests, which 
are threatened by Western interests, such as in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
which borders the Turkish regions settled mainly by Kurds. 
The geographical-spatial description of the region in the article 
corresponds to the actual settlement area of the Alevi popu-
lation: Anatolia from Greater I

.
stanbul (‘the straits’) to Upper 

Mesopotamia, i.e., the upper fl ows of Tigris and Euphrates and 
its tributaries. This rather detailed description of geography is in 
opposition to the simple use of ‘Germany’ referring to the (West-
European) Alevi diaspora. ‘Germany’ here stands as a symbol of 
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Turkish life outside Turkey; its diversity in different European 
countries, cities and regions is normally not available to Turks 
living in Turkey. The author of the article, according to his pol-
itical aim (i.e., to describe the Turks in Germany as victims of an 
assimilation policy), is clearly not willing to take into account that 
the geographical and cultural change through migration from 
Turkey to Germany infl uences the Alevi cem-ritual, even without 
a ‘German state policy’. He, therefore, blames an assimilation 
policy by the German state to force Alevi religious leaders to con-
duct their rituals in German and generally to force the Turks in 
Germany to abandon their language in favour of the German 
language. The language question was recently raised again within a 
congress of the ‘Alliance of the Alevi Youth in Germany’ (Bund der 
Alevitischen Jugendlichen in Deutschland e. V. / AAGB = Almanya Alevi 
Gençler Birliği) at Heidelberg (23 November 2007). Many delegates 
stated that rituals had to be conducted or at least ‘explained’ in 
German, as the younger generation is not able to understand 
Turkish, especially that of the rituals, properly. As this problem 
is not adequately answered by the organisations and especially 
not by the practising older dedes, the youth organisation takes the 
responsibility of organising ‘cem-rituals for the young generation’ 
(gençlik cemleri). How controversial and explosive the situation is, 
is shown by the fact that, for the fi rst time during the last years of 
my research, I was not allowed to fi lm the ritual.

The Contextual Aspect of the Carrier-Group 

of the Ritual

One important contextual aspect is the group bearing the ritual 
tradition in question: The ‘Alevis’ are not defi ned explicitly in 
the cited article. However, they are presented as being — at least 
partly — ‘patriotic Turks’. The non-Turkic groups, which are 
mentioned in the article, ‘Zazas’ and ‘Kurmancis’, on the other 
hand, are referred to as if having nothing to do with Alevism. 
However, a considerable percentage of the so-called ‘Kurmancis’ 
(i.e., Northern Kurds) and many of the speakers of the West-
Iranian Zaza language (living in Eastern Anatolia) are in fact Alevi 
themselves. This point has been omitted in the article, although 
I had highlighted this fact in the lecture in Turkey because the 
German-speaking dede I had presented is himself a Zaza-speaker 
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from Tunceli (formerly Dersim), one of the main centres of the 
Zaza language. Nevertheless, he is a very active dede in the German 
Alevi community. As he said in a meeting witnessed by me some 
years ago, ‘Our children will lose the ability to speak Turkish, and 
even Zaza and Kurdish, but what they will defi nitely know to speak 
in the future will be German. That’s why we need to conduct the 
cem-ritual also in German.’ He is referring to the emergence of 
a group of ‘German Alevis’, the children of the fi rst and second 
generations, who have grown up in Germany and consequently 
speak and understand better German than Turkish. With this we 
see how a new group carrying the ritual tradition can emerge even 
after shifting to the language of the country to which their parents 
or grandparents had migrated. At the same time, one can observe 
the emergence of a group of ‘patriotic Alevis’ in Turkey subscribing 
to a chauvinist, sometimes even racist nationalism. The reason 
for this last point is the strong link between Turkish-speaking 
Alevis (mainly with traditional ties to the Bektashi order) and the 
Turkish republican state. These Alevis supported Mustafa Kemal 
(Atatürk) in the ‘war of independence’ (following World War I in 
Anatolia). At that time, they saw the establishment of a secular, 
laical republic (laicism is one of the ‘Six Principles’ of the republic, 
protected against abrogation by the Constitution) as a chance to 
get rid of the Sunni control of the Ottoman Empire ruled by the 
sultan-caliph. The recent re-emergence of an ultra-nationalist 
Turkish attitude has to be seen in the context of the emergence 
of political Sunni Islam since the 1980s, to which nationalism is 
perceived as the only effective counter-ideology (after the downfall 
of socialist ideologies fi nally symbolised in the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union). Another factor is Kurdish nationalism, which is 
supported by some ‘Kurdish’ Alevis (speakers of Kurmâncî and 
Zaza). The aim of this ideology, namely to emancipate Kurdish 
language and culture from historical suppression within the 
Turkish republic, which is seen as a major threat to the political 
system of the republic by the majority, gives the ‘language question’ 
even in contexts such as Germany a special notion.

In terms of ritual, we can ascertain the language shift from 
Turkish to German in Germany on the one hand, and — in 
Turkey—the presentation of Turkish national symbols within the 
public cem-rituals, on the other. These national symbols usually 
are the national anthem (I

.
stiklal Marşı) played at the beginning of 

community gatherings, Turkish fl ags and the portrait of Atatürk 
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that are displayed during mass cem-rituals, blessings spoken by the 
dedes for state authorities, the military and the police forces. The 
last example is obviously a parallel to the old Sunni tradition of 
referring to the ruling authority in the Friday sermon (hutbe), as 
the modern weekly cem-ritual invented in the cities was interpreted 
sometimes as a reaction to the orthodox Friday prayer (cuma 
namazı).

The Context of Material Culture 

and Aesthetisation

Generally, in modern cemevis we can find an increasing 
aesthetisation of ritual spaces within urban contexts. This leads to 
a permanent demarcation of ritual space. I observed in most of the 
Alevi cem-halls portraits of saintly fi gures such as the Twelve Imams 
(Oniki I

.
mam), Hacı Bektaş Velî, Ahmed Yesevî, Pîr Sultân Abdâl, 

or Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, wall paintings, carpets, special wooden 
fl oor on the place (meydân) for the ritual dance (semah) in the form 
of a twelve-pointed star, symbolising the Twelve Imams, et cetera. 
In the village, any room could serve for the ritual and there were 
no material symbols or pictures on display, because of fear of being 
labelled by the authorities as ‘heretic’. Additionally, in Turkey 
I also found that some Alevi organisations or individual dedes try to 
Islamicise the cem-ritual by adding Qur`ân recitations and prayers 
in Arabic to the ritual. Contrary to that, leading functionaries of 
the offi cial Alevi Community Organisation in Germany (Alevitische 
Gemeinde Deutschland e. V.) sometimes entirely reject the notion of 
Alevism being a part of ‘Islam’. Both the nationalisation as well 
as the Islamisation of the ritual script and decorum is due to the 
different strains of Turkish politics, Nationalism and (political) 
Islam. It is interesting to note, that in Alevi contexts (such as 
the CEM Vakfı organisation) as well as in Turkish politics these 
ideologies formerly perceived as mutually exclusive coexist side 
by side, even within the mindsets of acting individuals as well as 
within the same organisation. This coexistence of Turkism and 
Islam was even institutionalised in the 1980s by state offi cials by 
means of the semi-offi cial so-called ‘Türk-Islam Synthesis’ (Türk 
I
.
slam Sentezi), that has been made the offi cial basis of the centralised 

education system since then.
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The Change of the ‘Dimensions 

of Ritual’ Through ‘Transfer of Ritual’

‘Dimensions of ritual’ is a concept introduced by Jan G. Platvoet 
(1995) to describe elements of ritual (such as function, aesthetics, 
communication, etc.) derived from the different perspectives taken 
by several academic approaches to the phenomenon of human 
ritual(ised) modes of action. These ‘dimensions’ were integrated 
into the analytical concept of ‘transfer of ritual’ in order to specify 
the transformations within rituals that occur when their contexts 
change. Only some dimensions, those most relevant in connec-
tion with the Alevi cem-ritual, will be taken up in the following 
paragraph.

Once again, the above-cited article can serve as a medium to 
elucidate aspects of ‘transfer of ritual’. In the Turkish article, the 
‘Germans’ are simply the ‘others’ trying to ‘destroy the values 
of the Turks’ which are deliberately not specifi ed. There is only 
the reference to language. In this ideology, the preserving of the 
Turkish language and the use of ‘pure’ Turkish is a value in 
itself. The change of the language is seen as the main attack on 
‘Turkish values’, a deliberately unclear concept strongly linked to 
language and ‘race’ (ırk). The (partial) language change is mainly 
a transformation of the medium of the prescriptive instructions 
within the ritual, which are given by the specialist to the congre-
gation, such as sermons at the beginning and instructions and 
advices during the ritual. Prayers and hymns tend to stay in the 
‘spiritual language’ Turkish, as they are not easy to translate. 
Even modern Turks do not fully understand these, as these texts 
were mainly composed in fi fteenth–seventeenth century in an 
old form of Anatolian Turkish not entirely comprehensible to 
modern Turkish-speakers. However, I took part in events where 
ritual hymns especially composed in German were performed. To 
‘keep clean Turkish language and race’ may well be understood 
as the ‘Turkish value’ per se by the propagandists and supporters 
of such an ideology. In their perspective other ‘Turkish values’ 
often referred to, such as ‘piety’, ‘cleanliness’, ‘braveness’, et cetera, 
directly result from ‘racial purity’.22

Interestingly, the article did not mention how the dimension 
of the performance also changed, most strikingly in that the 
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German Alevis sit on chairs during the ritual, whereas in Turkey 
all participants would sit on the fl oor. In praxis, this can lead to 
very emotional discussions, when Alevis from Germany attend 
cem-rituals in Turkey and want to sit on chairs there too, as they 
are no longer accustomed to the bodily practice of sitting on the 
fl oor (which then can be quite painful). Normally, dedes will most 
probably reject such attempts, as chairs within the ritual are only 
accepted for sick people in Turkey. In Germany on the other 
hand, in some communities (though certainly not in the majority 
of them) a ritual event cannot take place if not enough chairs 
can be provided. On such occasions, the sitting on chairs can be 
considered as part of the ritual prescription. However, even in 
those cases dedes would prefer to sit on the fl oor, which leads to 
spatial incongruities, the ritual leader sitting on a lower level than 
the congregation.

It is noteworthy that the article misses another aspect of ‘transfer 
of ritual’ that could have been extracted from my lecture. It concerns 
the context of Christianity as the denomination (at least nominally) 
of the majority of the population. Turkish radical nationalism, the 
context of the author of the article and the publishing newspaper 
(published by a right-wing political party), is generally obsessed 
with the fear of Christian missionaries, a topos widely shared by the 
Turkish public opinion. The dangerous impact of this ideology on 
Turks of the younger generation resulted in the murder of mem-
bers of a Christian publishing house in Malatya city this year and 
of Christian priests earlier. Consequently, in Turkey we do not 
encounter transferences from other religious traditions apart from 
other Islamic ones (namely Sunni, partly also Shii from Iran). This 
is different in Germany: the mentioned Alevi ritual leader in the 
German case sings his prayers in a rather ‘Christian’ melody and 
not in the traditional Anatolian way. He learned these melodies 
during his inter-religious practice, such as jointly marrying mixed 
Christian-Alevi couples in a church together with a Christian 
priest. As he is quite a young person who admitted that he did not 
learn the practice of a dede (dedelik) in the traditional way from an 
elder person, we can presume that he adopted Christian melodies 
in a mimetic process from Christian priests. Such a transfer of 
a Christian ritual element could only occur — out of reasons 
described above — within a mainly Christian milieu such as in 
Germany, where inter-religious meetings and seminars are quite 
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common and some Alevi dedes and community activists participate 
regularly in such occasions. It is also quite signifi cant that several 
of the fi rst performed public cems in Europe were conducted in 
Christian churches (see Sökefeld 2005: 218, 223); and even now 
Alevi communities without their own premises conduct rituals 
in church buildings given to them by Christian communities for 
rent or for free.23 A reason for that is the generally friendly attitude 
of Alevis towards Christians whom they perceive as their natural 
allies towards radical orthodox Islam. (It is unheard, and for most 
Alevis I asked inconceivable, that a cem could be performed in 
a mosque.) As demographically signifi cant Christian groups no 
longer exist within Turkey, this can naturally only occur within 
diaspora communities. They are sometimes eager to differentiate 
themselves from non-Alevi Muslim migrants from Turkey. As far 
as historical Anatolia — until the extermination of the Armenian 
population by the Young Turk regime in 1915 — is concerned, 
we know of the sometimes symbiotic relation between these two 
minority groups, which at times even shared the same building 
for their religious services in mixed villages in the Eastern parts 
of Anatolia.24

However, in contemporary Turkey, I observed the integration of 
typical orthodox, ‘Sunni’ ritual elements into Alevi ritual, especially 
in I·stanbul. This must be interpreted as a kind of mimicry in urban 
contexts (and is criticised as such by some Alevi intellectuals) and, 
at the same time, as an attempt to reclaim certain elements gen-
erally perceived as typically Muslim by outsiders as well as insiders. 
This is namely the fi gure of the prophet Muhammad and the 
Qur`ân. Besides an increased mention of Islamic personae, such as 
Muhammad, there is the tendency to integrate Qur`ânic formulae 
into the cem-ritual in practice, in one case even a classical Qur`ân 
recitation as an opening ceremony for a cem-ritual I observed at 
the end of the Alevi Muharrem fast in 2005 at the Gazi Cemevi in 
I
.
stanbul. Both the German case (Christian melodies) as well as 

the cases observed in I
.
stanbul (Qur`ân verses) are examples of the 

changed religious context — a predominantly Christian milieu in 
Germany and a mainly Muslim-Sunni environment in Turkish 
cities — and the impact of this changed context of the elements 
of the ritual. An enhancement of traditionalism within the Alevi 
communities was not possible in both cases, as the traditional 
structures of the ‘caste’ of the religious specialists, namely the 
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transmission of their knowledge, the reproduction of their 
authority and economical power, broke down in the secularisation 
processes the young Alevi generation went through in the 1960s 
and 70s. The only potential for a revival of Alevism in the 1980s 
was in the hands of intellectuals and functionaries socialised in 
secular movements, who had no possibility of recourse to special 
traditions but only to general notions of Alevism. They needed the 
help of the remaining religious specialists. Nevertheless, until 
today, the dede caste has not re-established the level of intellectual 
and practical knowledge, which they once had as the main carriers 
of ritual tradition in former times. Moreover, they are not able to 
regain the economical power over their fl ock, which they exercised 
in ‘pre-modern’ times taking contribution called hakkullâh (‘God’s 
right’) from them. Because of that loss of structural and economical 
power, the practicing dedes nowadays serve as employees of the 
communities, not as their leaders.

If we consider the agency concerning the modern Alevi cem-
rituals, we can observe a switch from traditional dedes towards mod-
ern functionaries, most of them of lay origin (tâlib). Traditional 
authority remains partly with the dedes born from a ‘holy lineage’ 
(ocak). Still, the congregational ritual (including the animal sacrifi ce 
connected to it)25 is considered valid in most of the cases only if 
it is conducted by a dede from a ‘holy lineage’ (ocakzade = ‘born 
from an ocak’, Turkic odjaq plus Persian–zâde, ‘stemming from’). 
We can fi nd some (over-)traditionalising elements here, in that 
this requirement ignores the fact that in the past dede-helpers 
appointed by ocakzade-dedes to conduct rituals in their absence, 
e.g., in far away villages, were quite common, and even today in 
the villages we fi nd lay people conducting life-cycle rituals such 
as burials. Although I encountered some people practising dedelik 
without being ocakzade (legitimised by their charisma, knowledge 
and ability to perform songs, music and prayers), such cases are 
the exception. An important point is the overall authority. In trad-
itional contexts, dedes made their decision on where, when and 
how to conduct the ritual gatherings on their own. In interviews 
conducted by me in villages in the Malatya province in 2006 among 
people between the ages of sixty and over ninety, I was told that 
these traditional dedes held complete authority in such questions, 
enforced by harsh penalties imposed by them on misbehaving 
group members. The agency of ‘traditional’ dedes concerning ritual 
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practice was additionally enforced by the fact that they in most 
cases were not living in the villages of their direct followers, but 
visited them only once or twice a year. Therefore, their followers 
were dependent on their visits, during which the dedes held court 
over community quarrels, if they did not want to lose their ‘judges’ 
and spiritual guides.

In fact, the decisive authority on how and when to conduct the 
ritual in migration contexts such as cities and diaspora commu-
nities nowadays is taken over by functionaries who are in most of 
the cases laymen. Moreover, in many cases they do have a past as 
functionaries of leftist organisations and parties. Some of them 
are also Alevi intellectuals, bearing the ‘title’ araştırmacı-yazar, 
‘researcher-writer’, who are the main proponents of the ‘Alevi 
revival’ of the 1980s. These ‘researcher-writers’ gained their au-
thority in the fi elds of history and ethnography of Alevism. They 
published extensively on such topics in the many magazines 
and book series that were published by Alevi publishing houses 
mainly during the 1980s and 1990s. Since the establishment of 
Alevi media in the 1990s, daily newspapers, radio and television 
stations, many of them work as journalists. Besides the agency of 
such socio-political functionaries and professionals, the actively or 
passively participating community gained a partial agency through 
the discursive fi eld that evolved around Alevi religious identity and 
practice. As one main topic in the indigenous Alevi publications 
and media is the cem-ritual, many people participated in the dis-
course that evolved around ‘the ritual’ (Paul/Zimmermann 2005). 
They did so as writers of ‘letters to the editor’, as discussants at 
modern symposia (basically on topics of Alevi identity) that are 
regularly held by Alevi associations, and as group members 
actively participating in the congregational rituals. The last point 
is enabled through the traditional inclusion of lay people into 
the ritual as offi ciants (the so-called ‘twelve duties’, oniki hizmet, 
analogous to the Twelve Imams, ‘Oniki I

.
mam’). These duties were 

professionalised in courses for the oniki hizmet that are organised 
by almost every Alevi community in Turkey and Europe. With 
this professionalisation of religious duties, lay people could gain 
a considerable agency in the ritual, for example by excluding 
‘normal’ (especially elderly) lay people from the ritual dance semah, 
performed during the cem. This dance, which has the potential 
to induce altered states of consciousness, was in former times 



110 ! Robert Langer

conducted by experienced (oftentimes older) people, who could 
step to the dancing fl oor (meydan) if they wanted to. Nowadays 
it is in most of the cases occupied by ‘offi cial’ dance groups, 
generally young people, and performance is considered more 
valid if rehearsed fi gures are performed and the participants wear 
especially designed costumes. In this context, not only lay people, 
but also the younger generations — the main clientele of dance and 
music courses — emancipated themselves from traditional roles 
and gained agency in the fi eld of modern ritual practice.

The role of ‘the ritual’ as a discursive topos in printed and elec-
tronic publications and broadcasts is worthy of consideration. 
As this topos gained so much importance, it might not be exag-
gerated to speak of a kind of ‘agency of the ritual’ itself, as the very 
presence of ayin-i cem, ‘the ceremony of the cem’, (and core ele-
ments of it in secular festivals) as the main performative marker 
of Alevi identity, developed a dynamic of itself. The acting human 
agents of these processes are no longer clearly identifi able, and 
the presence of the imagined as well as the actually practiced Alevi 
cem in medialised formats can be considered as one ‘actor’ in the 
described cultural processes. At least, we can state that many more 
people are talking about and publishing on the cem-ritual, than 
actually participating in it — a process which was described as 
the ‘virtualisation of ritual’ (Motika/Langer 2005: 95–100). When 
we calculate around 150 cem-houses in I

.
stanbul, which contain 

space for up to 300 persons, only 45,000 people could participate 
regularly. If we roughly estimate the Alevi population of I

.
stanbul 

as amounting to three million people, only 1.5 per cent of this 
population is in fact able to practice the cem. The participation in 
it, on the other hand, is considered as constitutive for every Alevi. 
This explains why it is extremely important for many Alevis to 
have the ritual being broadcasted via television every week into 
the Alevi households of the city. Another reason for the loss of 
agency of the traditional dedes was their lower rate of migration. 
Those dedes, who still were into the tradition of practising the 
ritual, obviously did not participate at the same rate as the lay 
people or non-practising ocakzade in the migrations of the past 
decades. At the same time, consequently, they did not participate 
in modern education as the other group members. Even if they 
did, usually they abandoned the traditional education in favour 
of a modern one, which led to the loss of ritual knowledge. In a 
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kind of conversion of roles, traditional rural dedes started to visit 
urban Alevi centres in order to get ‘work’ (not necessarily offi cial 
employment) as religious specialists, or at least to fi nd modern 
‘knowledge’ (such as the access to economic resources) there. 
They visited such modern centres (which themselves sometimes 
gained their legitimation and authority by the fact, that they were 
historical lodges of the Bektashi order) to establish new networks 
and regain their lost legitimation in their village communities. This 
somehow parallels the visits of the traditional dede to the central 
Bektashi lodge of Hacıbektaş in order to get ‘allowance’ (icazet) (to 
lead his community) and knowledge (by serving there for some 
time and taking back handwritten ritual handbooks) from the 
main seat of the order. This attraction of modern urban centres 
for traditional religious leaders is proven by the success of three 
‘Meetings of Religious Leaders of Anatolia’ until now, organised by 
the Alevi organisation CEM Vakfı at I

.
stanbul during the last years, 

where hundreds of Alevi dedes attended (Aydın 2000, [2003?], n.d.). 
Moreover, the Alevi researcher Ali Yaman documented the endless 
visits of Anatolian dedes to the old Bektashi lodge and modern 
Alevi Centre of Şahkulu Sultan in I

.
stanbul (Göztepe), where he 

worked as an employee in the 1990s. For his work on the system 
of ‘holy lineages’ (ocak) in Anatolia, he made use of this fact by 
interviewing many dedes at Şahkulu (Yaman 2006). This shows 
that the authority of the formerly powerful dedes has diminished 
signifi cantly in the process of migration and urbanisation (Dressler 
2006), as the traditional dedes lost their powerful role as spiritual, 
juridical and sometimes even political leaders of their rural 
followers. With the emergence of urban Alevism, an unprecedented 
fact in the history of ‘heterodox Islam’ (which was predominantly 
rural or nomadic), only a minority could regain partial authority 
as employees of modern cultural centres, which are managed 
by secular functionaries.

Simultaneously, another political decision of one infl uential 
Alevi organisation in Turkey brings about modifi cations of the 
ritual structure and its symbolism. This is the inclusion of other 
Sufi  groups into the domain of Alevism. Last year the I

.
stanbul-

based CEM Vakfı started to conduct large public cem-rituals in 
sport arenas, together with one branch of the I

.
stanbul Mevlevî 

dervish order. With this collaborative exercise, the political leaders 
of the CEM Vakfı try to fi nd new allies and position themselves 
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in a broader Islamic context. It is important to note that Mevlevî 
Sufi sm is considered as the intellectual and aesthetic high peak 
of Turko-Islamic mysticism, both within Turkey as well as in the 
West. Consequently, Mevlevîlik (the tradition and practice of the 
Mevleviyye-order) is a potential partner against political Islam of 
a ‘Wahhabist’ type, which in turn is a declared enemy of tasavvuf 
(Sufi sm). As Mevlevîlik is accepted by offi cial Sunni state Islam, an 
alliance with or even incorporation of at least a considerable part 
of the Mevlevîs would serve as an entry card into state sponsored 
offi cial religion. (The ‘Directorate of Religious Affairs’ fi nances 
all offi cially recognised mosques all over the county together with 
thousands of employed imams, preachers, müèzzins, et cetera, 
whereas Alevis are struggling for at least a legalisation of their 
cemevis as places of worship.) On the other hand, a step towards 
more Sunni forms of Islam, such as Mevlevî tasavvuf, is strongly 
rejected by anti-Sunni Alevis from a leftist tradition, especially 
those in Germany. A reason for this is the perception of the 
Mevlevî order as a rather ‘Sunni’ form of Sufi sm, as Mevlevîs 
were well integrated into the leading elite of the Ottoman Empire, 
which excluded non-Sunnis from its ranks. The public rituals 
performed by CEM Vakfı Alevis together with Mevlevî dervishes 
are broadcasted by the television channel of the CEM Vakfı and 
other Alevi-run stations in Turkey and via satellite to Europe. 
This ritual transfer from Sufi  orders into Alevism is consequently 
made visible by medialising the cem-ritual via television. Television 
broadcast for migrants in transnational, diasporic contexts is a very 
important and effective means to gain access to cultural resources, 
such as knowledge about rituals (see Vertovec/Cohen 1999: xxiii). 
Moreover, political orientations are communicated to the public by 
the modern media. Discussions on identity, history, daily politics 
and, not least, ritual fi ll the discussion boards and guest books of 
Alevi Internet sites (Zimmermann [forthc. 2010]).

The dissemination of identity debates and debates on cultural 
practice connected to specifi c organisations that in turn are 
identifi ed with certain political orientations (from more ‘Islamic’ 
to rather ‘leftist’) via modern mass media owned by these organ-
isations in turn contributes to the differentiation of places of 
worship and religious practice. This situation has led to the fact that 
nowadays in most Turkish cities where Alevis have settled during 
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the last decades there exist at least two places of worship (cultural 
centres/cemevis). For instance, one is run by a local branch of the 
rather state-conform CEM Vakfı and one by another, competing 
organisation, either an association affi liated with the Turkish Alevi-
Bektaşi Federasyonu (‘Alevi-Bektaşi Federation’) or one local branch 
of the Pir Sultan Abdal Dernekleri, which are considered to maintain 
the leftist spirit of the early Alevi movement. The Turkish Alevi-
Bektaşi Federasyonu is supported by the main diaspora organisation, 
the Avrupa Alevi Birlikleri Konfederasyonu. This ‘Confederation of 
Alevi Unions of Europe’, which is the umbrella organisation for 
the Alevi federations of Germany, The Netherlands, Denmark, et 
cetera, supplies considerable amounts of money to built cemevis, 
collected among the European Alevis during many festivals, which 
in turn also show elements of religious ritual within a framework 
of a ritualised secular event. Obviously, the competition of several 
Alevi organisations over resources, places and ritual forms is also 
linked to the inner-Turkish struggle for or against European 
Union membership. This development is also visible in the villages 
where the people try to re-establish their religious lives according 
to patterns picked up from television broadcasts or brought back 
directly by (part- or full-time) re-migrants from Europe. This can 
result in the construction of rather oversized cem-houses within the 
villages (some of them never fi nished because of the lack of money) 
and in congregational cem-rituals modelled according to modern 
medialised standards (amplifi ed music, electric illumination, dance 
groups, special dresses, shortened ritual sequences, movements 
and song texts learned from television, etc.).

Conclusion

The aim of this eassy was to show how contextual aspects and ritual 
dimensions are interlinked with each other. My main task was to 
illustrate how the concept of ‘transfer of ritual’ can be used as an 
analytical instrument in order to make changes both within the 
ritual itself and in its surrounding contexts visible by naming the 
interdependencies of contexts and cultural performances (such as 
ritual). The case of formerly isolated marginalised groups, which 
develop a trans-regional identity through urbanisation and then 
a diaspora culture through transnational migration, was taken as 
an example. This case is highly signifi cant, as together with the 
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people cultural resources such as rituals travel, are transferred, 
transformed, medialised, virtualised and re-transferred. These 
groups, in their traditional contexts different communities of 
practice, became a constellation of resembling practices through 
developing an identity transcending the formerly localised contexts, 
being aware of each other. Parallel to that, ritual was transferred 
into new contexts (urban and diaspora), and as far as into media 
and Internet representations. Considering the fact that ritual 
practice is present in modern media that are available to most of 
the group members, we might even dare to speak of virtualised 
ritual forms. These in turn contribute to the emergence of a 
transnational (virtual) community of practice, including diaspora 
and urban groups as well as the members left behind in the rural 
regions of origin. Remembering crucial points of Alevi history, 
one is reminded of somehow similar events that have taken place 
in early modern times, in one of the formative phases of Alevism. 
The fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries have been a time of extensive 
migrations during upheavals of large parts of the Eastern Anatolian, 
West Iranian and Upper Mesopotamian populations. Envoys of the 
Safavî order who carried ‘commandments’ of the order’s Sheikhs, 
including descriptions of rituals, travelled the wider region to their 
followers, the Kızılbaş. During the wars between the Ottoman and 
Iranian empires, the system of ‘holy lineages’ (ocak) must have 
shaped from such religio-political-cum-tribal structures, a system 
that was functioning until the Twentieth century.26 Members of 
dede families, bound by spiritual-hereditary ties to their followers, 
who often fi nally settled in far away regions spread over the whole 
of Anatolia, started their yearly travels, transferring ‘the ritual’ over 
the region, a task taken over nowadays by modern associations 
and their television channels.27 These historic, itinerary religious 
specialists would be an example of a pre-modern, ‘traditional’ form 
of ‘transfer of ritual’, which can also be analysed using the transfer 
paradigm, as far as historical documentation allows.

Further research has to be done especially on the grades of 
refl ection and refl ectiveness concerning ritual practice and iden-
tity in the described processes. It can be expected to see further 
changes triggered by the developing self-refl ective attitude of 
modern, economically developing Alevi communities, especially 
in cities and the diaspora, but also in villages, which partly prosper 
from re-transferred economic wealth, while some on the other 
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hand will probably not recover from the depopulation through 
migration. Much discussion is going on within the emerged trans-
national Alevi ‘community of practice’ over contents of the faith 
and meanings of rituals, up to the point that some interviewed 
highly successful Alevi businessmen consider the cem-ritual as a 
psycho-social therapy or ‘esoteric’ practice for themselves. But as 
we enter more deeply into the oral history of Alevi communities 
going back into the village histories before the migrations set in 
(i.e., before approximately 1960), we also encounter a highly dis-
cursive culture with a certain level of discussion over faith and 
practice, even with arguments against religious authorities [see 
Langer (forthc. 2010)].

Moreover, to overcome traditional gender roles is a very im-
portant issue in the inner-Alevi discussion on (religious) authority. 
Traditionally, all religious specialists presiding over a cem-ritual were 
male dedes, although their wives, the so-called anas, in the village 
context had a special but rather informal role, too, especially as 
healers. As modern Alevism has developed an explicitly formulated 
ideology of gender equality and more women take over functions 
in the organisations, especially in Europe, the male domination 
of Alevi religious leadership may change within a short time. The 
newly-elected German Alevi council of dedes already includes one 
ana. The same woman has previously led one cem, although so far 
only in a private context. We can expect this to happen in a more 
public context in the future, as several Alevi women utter the wish 
to become practicing ritual specialists, too. The German Alevitische 
Gemeinde e. V. consequently refers to ‘alevitische Geistliche’ (‘Alevi 
priests’) practicing a gender-equal language during the last years 
always as ‘Dede/Ana’. It would be instructive, then, to investigate 
how a development to also appoint female ritual leaders may trans-
form the performativity of the ritual across gender lines. We need 
to compare this further development, then, to the change in the 
ritual structure, which came along with the change of the ritual 
from a secret meeting of a community (functioning to establish, 
reproduce and maintain group solidarity in closed tribal groups) 
to a large, public, though shortened ceremony, which serves to 
mobilise masses in an industrial, modern society. However, we 
have to bear in mind that a major change concerning the ritual is 
the degree of participation: in pre-modern times, it was obligatory 
for every group member to participate in the yearly cem-rituals, 
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with non-participation meaning social death. (The heaviest 
punishment for an Alevi at that time was düşkünlük, exclusion 
from the community, symbolised in preventing the person from 
participating in the ritual.) Nowadays in the cities and in the 
diaspora, just as in industrialised societies in general, only a small 
proportion of the population practices religious rituals at all on a 
regular basis. Thus, actual ritual practice is delegated to a minority, 
whereas media representation and virtualisation of ritual has given 
the majority another channel to access cultural resources such as 
religious performances, which are needed in order to reproduce 
a specifi c Alevi identity.

"

Notes

 1. For an outline of Ottoman history, see Ursinus (2003).
 2. For an innovative use of this primarily sociological concept in the 

fi eld of religious studies, see Stausberg (2001).
 3. See Hodgson (1965).
 4. See Langer and Simon (2008).
 5. The preferred self-designations of the groups are given in brackets. As 

they are not commonly used in the academic literature, the traditional 
names, which are nowadays perceived as designations given to them 
by outsiders such as Nusayri and Yezidi, are used in this paper.

 6. See as an overview: Moosa (1988).
 7. For the Alevis see Shankland (2003).
 8. Conf.: Halm (1982).
 9. On the Yezidi religion, see Kreyenbroek (1995).
10. For a convincing argumentation for the use of ‘diaspora’ as an abstract 

concept in recent migration studies, emancipated from its former 
use restricted to classical ‘diaspora groups’ with a long history of 
migration such as Jews and Armenians, see Ackermann (2003). See 
also in more detail and with another case study Baumann (2003). 
For an overview on migration studies in this context see Ackermann 
(1997).

11. Reliable demographic data on Anatolia concerning religious affi liation 
and ethnicity is not available because of political reasons. A survey 
done by the Turkish state in the 1960s in connection with the so-
called ‘village inventories’ was only published partly. For a short 
period, a Western geographer, Luise Nestmann, had access to the 
data. Today it is said the archives have been destroyed by fl oods. 
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See Nestmann (2002). I am grateful to Prof. em. Klaus Kreiser for 
his reference to this important data material and to the work of 
Nestmann, which was unfortunately never published as a larger 
study.

12. For an overview on the transfer processes under consideration, see 
the contributions in: Langer/Motika/Ursinus (eds) (2005).

13. For several aspects of this modern form of the cem ritual conf.: 
Motika/Langer (2005).

14. For the concepts of ‘community of practice’ and ‘constellation of 
practices’ in the context of religion, see Stausberg (2001).

15. David Shankland (Anthropology, University of Bristol, UK) has 
worked in an Alevi village in Central Anatolia and subsequently has 
done work on the Alevi people, who have migrated from that village 
to Germany. His work on the German part of the community is not 
yet published. For the village part, see Shankland (2003). For the 
German part, see Shankland and Çetin (forthc. 2010). For a Turkish 
Sunni community a comparable work has been done by Schiffauer. 
See Schiffauer (1987 and 1991).

16. For the concept see Langer/Lüddeckens/Radde/Snoek (2006).
17. Translation by Janina Karolewski and Robert Langer.
18. Bayraktar (2006). Conf. the original Turkish text:
 Profesör Dr. I

.
brahim Arslanoğlu, Gazi Üniversitesi’nde görev yapan 

çok değerli bir bilim adamı. Alevilik konusunda Türkiye’nin sayılı 
uzmanlarından. Kendisini Milli Ekonomi Modeli kongrelerinde, 
I
.
stanbul ve Bakü’de sunduğu tebliğlerden, gazetemizde yazdığı çok 

değerli araştırma yazılarından da tanıyorsunuz. I
.
brahim Arslanoğlu, 

soyadı gibi tam bir “arslan oğlu” olduğunu ortaya koyan bir hadise 
yaşadı geçtiğimiz günlerde. Önce olayı kısaca nakledelim: Cem Vakfı 
tarafından Urfa’da 24–28 Mayıs tarihleri arasında “GAP Bölgesi 
Alevi Bektaşi Yerleşimleri ve Şanlıurfa Kültür Mozaiğinde Kısas” 
konulu bir uluslararası bir sempozyum düzenlenir. Prof. Arslanoğlu 
da katılımcılardan biridir. Alman bilim adamı Dr. Robert Langer 
tarafından “Almanya’da Alevilerin Yaşamında Güneydoğu Anadolu 
I
.
nanç Yaşamı ve Ritüellerinin Rolü” konulu bir tebliğ sundu. 

Langer’in sunduğu tebliğ, Almanların Türklere bakış açısını, bir devlet 
politikası olarak Türklerle ait değerleri nasıl yok etmek istedikleri çok 
güzel ortaya koyuyordu. Langer konuşmasında Almanya’da Tunceli 
asıllı bir Alevi dedesinin Türkçe yerine Almanca cem yaptığını anlattı 
ve bu ayini aynı zamanda perdeye de yansıtarak tüm izleyenlere 
gösterdi. Alman bilim adamı bir Alevi dedesinin Almanca cem ayini 
yapmasından son derece memnun ve keyifl iydi. Konuşmasında daha 
da ileri giderek Zazaların ve Kurmancıların dillerini kaybettiğinden 
üzüntü ile bahsetti. Bunun üzerine Arslanoğlu kürsüye çıktı ve çok 
enfes bir konuşma yaptı. Arslanoğlu özetle şunları dedi: “Almanları 
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tebrik ederim, bırakın Türk çocuklarını Alevi dedesini bile asimile 
etmiş durumdalar. Dr. Langer, Kurmancıların ve Zazaların dillerini 
kaybettiklerinden üzüntü ile bahsediyor. Fakat Türk çocuklarının 
dillerini unutmaları sanırım onu hiç üzmüyor, hatta memnun da 
ediyor. Zaten bir Alman yetkili yakın bir geçmişte okul bahçesinde 
Türkçe konuşan Türk çocuklarına ceza olarak, okul bahçesini 
süpürmeyi önermişti. Bildiğiniz gibi Alman I

.
çişleri Bakanı, Türk 

çocuklarının Almanya’ya en iyi uyumunun asimilasyon olduğunu 
söylemişti.” Salondan büyük alkış alarak konuşmasına devam eden 
Arslanoğlu, sözlerine şöyle devam etti: ”AB, Aleviliği dinsel bir 
azınlık olarak görerek Türkiye aleyhine kullanmak istiyor. Ancak 
vatansever Aleviler buna itibar etmiyorlar. Batılılar bilimi sadece bilim 
için yapmıyorlar. Yaptıkları araştırmalar mutlaka kendi çıkarlarına 
ve stratejilerine hizmet eder. Nitekim AB’ye girmemiz için Kıbrıs’ı 
vermemizi, Ermeni soykırımını tanımamızı, Boğazlar ile Dicle ve 
Fırat’ın sularını uluslararası bir kuruluşa vermemizi istiyorlar. Bu da 
niyetlerini apaçık ortaya koyuyor.” Uluslararası bir bilimsel toplantıda, 
bir asimilasyon valisi gibi konuşan Alman bilim adamına ve bu 
konuşmaya sessiz kalıp adeta destek veren diğer konuşmacılara çok 
güzel bir ders veren Arslanoğlu’nu yürekten kutluyorum. Kendisiyle 
son olarak Azerbaycan’da, Milli Ekonomi Modeli Kongresi dolayısı ile 
çok keyifl i günler geçirdik. I

.
brahim Hoca’nın Urfa’daki bu kükreyişini 

duyunca daha bir keyifl endim. “Bravo Arslanoğlu!” dedim. Her bilim 
adamı bu uluslararası kongrelerde senin gibi isyanını ortaya koyup, 
küresel sömürü odaklarına dersini verse her şey çok güzel olacak, 
ama neyleyelim ki ülkede arslan sıkıntısı var.

19. It is the “Independent Turkey Party” [Bağımsız Türkiye Partisi] led by 
a Turkish Professor of, interestingly, Oriental studies, employed at 
the State University of Baku in Azerbaijan, a Turkish nationalistic 
Islamist with a tendency to Sufi sm.

20. The traditional terms in orthodox Muslim texts are râfi dî, i.e., ‘those 
who reject [the truth]’ or ghulât, i.e., ‘those who exaggerate’.

21. In order to legitimise their role as religious leaders, dede-lineages (ocak) 
either received diploma stating their seyyid-status, i.e. descendants of 
the family of the prophet Muhammad, or as qualifi ed spiritual leaders 
following the advice of the descendants of the saint Hacı Bektaş, 
the so called Çelebis or Dedegân-wing of the Bektaşiyye. As the Bektaşiyye 
was connected to the state structures since Ottoman times, the former 
seyyid-ocaks rather stayed independent from offi cial institutions.

22. A good example for the involvement of Turkish academia in processes 
of the reproduction of ‘Turkish values’ is the recently held “Symposium 
on Cleanliness in Turkish Culture”. This was held to celebrate the 
75th year of the foundation of the state sponsored ‘Academy for 
Turkish Language’ (Türk Dil Kurumu, founded by an order of Atatürk) 
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at the Marmara University, I
.
stanbul, 21–22 November 2007. For 

the programme of the conference see http://www.tdtkb.org/index2.
php?option=com_content&do_pdf=1&id=254 . I am grateful to my 
colleague Paula Schrode, who participated in the conference, for an 
account on the presentations given there and on the general ‘spirit’ 
of the conference as well as on the attitude of its organisers.

23. In Berlin, one of the Alevi communities there has bought an old 
church building to be used as their cultural centre and cemevi (see 
Kulturzentrum Anatolischer Aleviten e. V. / Anadolu Alevileri 
Kültür Merkezi — Cemevi Berlin e. V. http://aakm-cemevi.de/), a 
striking parallel to a Hindu temple in North London, documented 
by Waghorne (2004: 196–203).

24. For a concrete, biographical case study, see Kieser 2005. For a detailed 
study of ‘Eastern Alevi’-Armenian relations, see Kieser (2000: 69–81, 
167–70, 182–412). ‘Eastern Alevis’, as Kieser calls the (‘Kurdish’) 
Kızılbaş-Alevis, oftentimes saved their Armenian neighbours during 
the massacres of 1915–1916. This historical relationship was only 
recently turned against the Alevis by a member of the Turkish Prime 
Minister’s ‘Directorate for Religious Affairs’ (Diyanet I·şleri Başkanlığı), 
who ‘defamed’ the Alevis as the offspring of Armenians (i.e, ‘not true 
Turks’, ‘potential traitors’ by their ‘race’, etc.).

25. Cf. Langer (2008).
26. In 2006, a conference was held dealing with historical and recent 

developments of this so-called ocak-system. The papers, investigating 
topics ranging from the interpretation of historical sources up to 
modern education programmes for dedes are about to be published 
(Karolewski/Langer/Motika (forthc. 2010).

27. In order to investigate different forms of transmission and reception of 
Alevi ritual (knowledge) a workshop was held at Heidelberg in October 
2007. The papers deal with principal modes of transmission — 
oral, scriptural, mimetic — or combinations of the three, from 
pre-modern times to the present (see Karolewski/Langer/Ursinus 
(forthc. 2010).
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