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Summary

This entry explores the significance of the Cem ceremony, which
holds profound significance in Alevism, embodying a unique fusion of
spirituality, communal values, and cultural heritage. Performed under
the guidance of a spiritual leader known as a Dede or Ana, the ritual
integrates music, prayer, sacred dance (semah), and conflict
resolution. More than a religious event, the Cem reflects evolving
traditions shaped by historical shifts and urban transformation. This
ceremony not only serves as a spiritual gathering but also as a
mechanism for social cohesion, echoing indigenous practices of
mediation and communal harmony. Examining the Cem reveals
deeper insights into Alevism’s role in preserving identity and
resolving conflict.

Keywords: Alevis, ¢atisma ¢ozimi, Cem, Cem ayini, Cem Ceremony,
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Indigenous Aspects of the Cem Ceremony

The Cem ceremony in Alevism serves as a vital communal
ritual that reflects the spiritual and cultural traditions of the
Alevi people. This form of ritual blends prayer, music, and
dance, drawing from Alevism’s rich historical and spiritual
foundations. Typically officiated by a spiritual leader known
as a Dede (Pir), the ceremony emphasises community unity
and spiritual introspection. More than a religious event, the
Cem is a cultural manifestation that has evolved over time,
particularly through its transition from rural to urban
contexts. Another significant aspect of the ceremony is the
role of mediation and conflict resolution in any issues that
arise among community members. This element of the Cem
ceremonies resembles indigenous practices of conflict
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resolution, which are also guided by community elders or
leaders.

The history and practice of the Cem Ceremony of Alevis have
been among the most contested scholarly topics. Some
studies suggest that historically, Alevis conducted rituals in
private homes or spiritual centres such as dargah/dergah
and tekkes, which remained closed during the Republic era.
This closure led to the adoption of new spaces for these
ceremonies (Rencber, 2012). Furthermore, since the 1980s,
the Cem has become more publicly accessible, resulting in
changes to its performance dynamics and liturgical
structure, particularly in urban centres like Istanbul
(Kreinath & Sarionder, 2018). Multiple interpretations also
arise concerning the Cem ceremony’s spiritual significance
in its origin. One prominent perspective highlights the link
between Cem and the Mi‘raj event!'; the Prophet
Muhammad’s ascension and participation in the gathering
with the Kirklar (Forties) are central themes partially
reenacted during the Cem (Coskun, 2022). The Assembly of
the Forty (in Turkish: Kirklar Meclisi), the sacred gathering
of forty people, is known to have occurred when the Prophet
descended to the earth, and he encountered a doomed
building that represents the sacred gathering, which is
pivotal in Alevi spiritual narratives (Schubel, 2010). As
interpretations of the Cem ceremony vary, the discussions
above initially imply a connection between Alevism and
Islam. However, another distinctive aspect of the Cem
ceremony is the inclusion of conflict resolution practices
alongside the semah, a sacred dance performed as part of
the twelve services, emphasising its spiritual rather than
performative nature.

Moreover, given the vital role of the Cem ceremony in
mediation and conflict resolution practices, it is essential to
resolve interpersonal disputes among participants, as
harmony is a prerequisite for the ceremony to proceed
(Coskun, 2022). That aspect of the Ceremony resembles
Indigenous community practices globally. Lee (1996)
identifies key features of First Nations conflict management
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in Canada, including the role of elders in resolving disputes.
Despite variations in spiritual beliefs among First Nations,
Métis, and Inuit communities, common themes such as
spirituality as a “way of life” rooted in relationships with the
Creator, the land, and all beings-including inanimate objects-
are often present (Ontario Human Rights Commission 2024).
Across Indigenous communities globally, traditional
mediation practices show remarkable similarities. For
example, a study by Tibebu Kefale Muluken (2020) on
Ethiopian pastoralist communities highlights the crucial role
of elders, religious leaders, and clan chiefs in conflict
resolution. Their decisions, supported by community-based
social sanctions, are integral to the success of these
traditional mechanisms.

Additionally, Dedes, as elders and spiritual leaders of the
community in the Alevism context, are central to the Cem
ceremony, showcasing important similarities between Cem
and Indigenous methods in mediation, conflict resolution,
and knowledge-sharing. For example, to commence the
ceremony, the Dede (or Ana, in some cases) seeks the
“consent” of the participants and encourages mutual
agreement within the community. The Dede then assures the
participants of the ceremony that if there is a problem or
resentment between them, and if they are aware of or have
witnessed something that contributes to the community’s
purification. This moment underscores the importance of
transparency and conflict resolution within the community,
forming a foundational part of the Cem'’s spiritual and social
function. Consequently, this aspect of the Cem, viewed
through the lens of indigenous mediation practices,
necessitates a more thorough examination of the role of
community elders and conflict-resolution strategies. It
emphasises the importance of community members,
harmonious interactions, and fostering mutual respect and
understanding, ultimately strengthening the community’s
connections.

Conclusion
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The Cem ceremony exemplifies the intersection of faith,
culture, and community governance within Alevism. Its
emphasis on unity, spiritual introspection, and conflict
resolution reveals strong parallels with indigenous traditions
worldwide, where elders and ritual practices serve to sustain
harmony and collective well-being. As Alevis adapt their
practices in modern contexts, the continued role of the Dede
and the ceremonial framework remains vital to community
cohesion. Understanding the Cem through this broader
comparative lens highlights its enduring relevance as both a
spiritual rite and a social system rooted in mutual respect,
transparency, and the preservation of cultural identity.

Endnotes

[1] The spiritual journey and spiritual ascension of the
Prophet Mohammed known as the Mi‘raj see more at Eliza
Tasbihi (2014).

[2] The assembly of the Forty and the Prophet's descent to
Earth leads him to a condemned building where the Forty
hold their sacred gathering, known as assembly (in Turkish:
meclis). The Forty whom Mohammed encounters there are
engaged in sohbet. He recognises this gathering as a
meeting of the erenler, or "those who have attained". The
Alevi community consistently emphasises the esoteric link
between Ali, Mohammed, and the erenler through their
participation in the ayin-I cem, which occurs in the presence
of a dede and concludes with the semah ceremony ,
performed to the singing of mystical poetry accompanied by
the baglama. The ritual recreates the cem of the Forty see
more at Vernon Schubel (2010).
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