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ABSTRACT

This article examines Alevi spatial politics by analysing how space is produced, practised and negotiated across diaspora and
homeland. Drawing on multi-sited ethnographic research conducted among British Alevis in London and in Alevi villages in the
Afsin-Elbistan region of Turkey, it focuses on cemevis (cem houses) as key sites of religious placemaking. Rather than treating
cemevis as fixed religious institutions or understanding spatial change as a linear outcome of migration, the article approaches
them as contested and transnationally constituted spaces through which Alevi identity is publicly articulated and reworked. The
London Cemevi serves as the primary empirical anchor, enabling an in-depth examination of how diasporic Alevis negotiate visi-
bility, legitimacy and authority through religious placemaking. The discussion then extends to migrant-funded village cemevis in
the homeland, examining them as a transnational rescaling of these spatial dynamics. By tracing practices, resources and ideas
across borders, the article highlights the bidirectional circulation through which diaspora and homeland continually shape one
another. The article argues that Alevi spatial politics operates through the production of visibility via cemevis, which function
as transnationally constituted and internally contested spaces. Across diaspora and homeland, cemevis mediate struggles over
recognition and authority, revealing visibility as an ongoing political process shaped by historical trajectories and contemporary
transnational engagements. By foregrounding negotiation, contestation and circulation, the article offers a relational account of
how space becomes politically consequential for a historically marginalised religious community.

1 | Introduction migration to Europe altered the organisational and social land-

scape of Alevi life, creating new forms of visibility and collec-

Alevi religious life in rural settings developed around ritual
practice, social relations and sacred natural sites rather than
publicly recognised places of worship. For much of their history,
Alevis have maintained this religious and communal life under
conditions of marginalisation, violence and enforced invisibil-
ity. These conditions have shaped not only Alevi identity politics
but also the ways in which Alevis relate to space. The absence
of purpose-built religious institutions was therefore not merely
theological but deeply political, reflecting the long-standing and
conflicted relationship between Alevis, the state and dominant
religious frameworks.

From the late twentieth century onwards, this spatial configu-
ration began to shift. Urban migration, political activism and

tive expression. The 1990s constituted a particularly significant
period, as Alevi organisations expanded and demands for equal
rights were more publicly articulated, especially following the
1993 Sivas massacre. Together, these developments reconfigured
how Alevis relate to public space in both Turkey and Europe.

Migration to Europe played a significant role in this transforma-
tion. In Western liberal contexts, Alevis encountered new legal,
political and spatial frameworks that enabled different forms
of public presence. Cemevis became key arenas through which
Alevis articulated claims to identity, legitimacy and recognition.
Yet their emergence did not simply resolve questions of visibility;
rather, it generated new negotiations over authority, representa-
tion and religious interpretation.
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This article approaches these processes through the lens of
spatial politics, focusing on cemevis as key sites through which
Alevi spatial politics unfold across borders. It understands ce-
mevis as spaces in which symbolic meanings, socio-religious
relations and political claims are produced and contested. From
this perspective, placemaking is a collective and conflictual pro-
cess, shaped by internal diversity as well as by interactions with
state institutions, local authorities and wider publics. As such,
it represents a political space that can generate recognition and
legitimacy, as well as tension and conflict.

Cemevis are examined as dynamic sites where visibility is pro-
duced and negotiated. They are approached as multifunctional
and contested spaces that combine ritual, social, cultural and
political practices. The analysis centres on the London Cemevi
as the primary empirical anchor, demonstrating how diasporic
Alevis negotiate visibility through placemaking practices. It
then extends the discussion to migrant-funded cemevis in Alevi
villages, examining how collective remittances, ritual practices
and transnational circulation rescale these spatial negotiations
across borders. By foregrounding circulation rather than one-
directional influence, the article demonstrates how diaspora
and homeland are mutually implicated in the production of
Alevi space.

The article proceeds as follows. It begins by outlining the con-
ceptual and historical framework necessary to understand Alevi
spatial politics, situating contemporary placemaking practices
within longer trajectories of marginalisation and public claims-
making. It then briefly introduces the methodological approach
and ethnographic sites. The core analysis is organised around
two interconnected empirical sections. The first examines the
London Cemevi, exploring how diasporic Alevis negotiate vis-
ibility, legitimacy and authority through spatial practices. The
second extends the analysis to migrant-funded village cemevis
in the homeland, examining how spatial politics is rescaled
transnationally through collective remittances. Rather than
presenting diaspora and homeland as separate cases, the article
traces how spatial negotiations unfold across borders, revealing
cemevis as transnationally constituted and internally contested
sites through which Alevi visibility is continuously produced
and reworked.

2 | Ethnographic Fieldwork and Methods

This study draws on multi-sited ethnographic research con-
ducted in the UK and Turkey between September 2017 and
January 2020. It focuses on the British Alevi community
in London and in their villages in the Afsin-Elbistan re-
gion of Kahramanmaras province in southeastern Turkey
(Hanoglu 2021). These sites were selected to examine how re-
ligion, identity and community are produced and transformed
across different socio-spatial contexts shaped by migration and
diaspora experience.

The fieldwork employed a range of qualitative methods, includ-
ing participant observation, semi-structured interviews, focus
groups and visual documentation. In total, 63 participants took
part in the research, ranging in age from 18 to 84 and repre-
senting diverse educational and occupational backgrounds.

Participants were assured anonymity, and pseudonyms are used
throughout the article. All photographs were taken by the au-
thor and depict places and collective scenes rather than identifi-
able individuals.

Fieldwork in the UK involved extensive participant observa-
tion at daily cemevi activities and large public events, such as
cem gatherings, asure days and funerals, where Alevi iden-
tity was prominently articulated. As a case study of diasporic
Alevi placemaking, ethnographic research was conducted at
the new London Cemevi over an 18-month period, beginning
during the final stages of construction and continuing after its
opening. Observations focused on spatial arrangements, mate-
rial settings, interactions and organisational practices. The site
was visited regularly, with particular attention paid to key mo-
ments such as organisational meetings, public events and ritual
gatherings.

Fieldwork in Turkey was conducted in nine villages and one
major town, selected on the basis of their significant emigrant
populations and the presence of cemevis funded through mi-
grant remittances. Methods included formal and informal inter-
views, as well as individual and group discussions. Three focus
groups conducted with different participant clusters were partic-
ularly important for refining the research themes, especially in
rural areas where geographical conditions often limit access and
research opportunities.

3 | Conceptual and Historical Framework: Why
Space Matters for Alevi Politics?

Alevis, Turkey's second-largest religious group, have a long his-
tory marked by discrimination and exclusion, which has deeply
shaped their social, economic and political conditions. This en-
during struggle, coupled with limited religious freedoms, con-
tributed to large-scale migration to Europe beginning in the
1960s, particularly to Germany and later to the UK. Over time,
diasporic Alevi communities have become politically active and
economically engaged, creating organised spaces for religious
practices and promoting public recognition of their beliefs.

Understanding Alevi spatial politics requires situating space
within both the historical conditions under which Alevis have
lived and the religious ontology that has shaped their practices.
Alevism has historically privileged ritual practice, social rela-
tions and moral conduct over fixed places of worship. Religious
life has been organised around the cem ritual and sustained
through interpersonal networks, lineage-based authority and
sacred natural sites rather than formally recognised religious
institutions. This orientation has often been described through
the notion of lamekan—a form of placelessness that emphasises
spirituality over physical structures. It is captured in the expres-
sion that, for Alevis, ‘everywhere between earth and sky’ could
be a place of worship (Hanoglu 2023, 988).

However, Alevi placelessness was not solely a theological dispo-
sition; it was also a product of marginalisation. The absence of
publicly recognised worship spaces was inseparable from long-
standing patterns of discrimination, surveillance and violence,
which rendered visibility a condition of vulnerability. For much
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of their history, Alevis became publicly visible primarily during
moments of persecution and episodic violence, reinforcing a
cautious and ambivalent relationship to public space. Invisibility
thus functioned as a strategy of survival as much as a reflection
of religious worldview, constraining the materialisation—or
spatialisation—of Alevism. It is this historical experience that
underpins contemporary Alevi identity politics and the ongoing
pursuit of visibility and recognition.

This spatial configuration began to change in the late twentieth
century with processes of urbanisation, political mobilisation
and international migration, which reconfigured Alevi com-
munal life. The 1993 Sivas Massacre marked a pivotal moment
in the consolidation of Alevi identity and mobilisation and had
a profound impact on the social organisation of Alevi commu-
nities. It is widely regarded as a catalyst for the expansion of
Alevi identity politics and institutionalisation, commonly asso-
ciated with what has been described as the ‘Alevi revival’ (Van
Bruinessen 1996; Yildiz and Verkuyten 2011; Sokefeld 2008).
This transformation has been characterised as a shift in Alevi
identity ‘from repression to expression’ (Goner 2005), which en-
couraged the growth of cemevis as spatial and symbolic markers
of Alevi collective life (Olsson et al. 2005). The emergence and
proliferation of cemevis must therefore be understood as part of
a broader historical and political context.

Shaped in part by diasporic mobilisation, these debates increas-
ingly acquired a spatial dimension, as claims to identity and
recognition required concrete sites through which Alevis could
gather and establish a visible presence. One of the most immedi-
ate pressures driving this spatial institutionalisation concerned
funerary practice. Zirh highlights the critical role of funerals in
this process, showing how they transformed Alevism ‘from a
locally invisible tradition to a transnationally visible belief com-
munity’ (2012, 1772). The need for dedicated spaces to conduct
customary funerals constituted a central motivation for the es-
tablishment of cemevis through grassroots fundraising across
Europe, thereby enhancing both visibility and mobilisation.

In the diaspora, Alevism has become increasingly institution-
alised and spatialised through cemevis, which play a vital role
in the social and religious organisation of Alevi communities
(Hanoglu 2023, 2024a, 2025). This enhanced visibility has led
to varying degrees of official recognition across European coun-
tries, where Alevism is now included in educational curricula,
such as in the UK, Germany and Austria. In Turkey, however,
Alevis continue to struggle for formal recognition of cemevis as
legitimate places of worship, reflecting broader demands for re-
ligious freedom and equal citizenship.

To analyse these developments, this article draws on scholarship
on religious placemaking and spatial politics, which conceptua-
lises space as a socially produced and politically charged arena
rather than a neutral backdrop. Placemaking is understood as
a collective process through which meanings, identities and
claims are materialised in space, often through negotiation and
contestation. Religious placemaking, particularly in secular di-
aspora settings, involves diverse actors and forms of agency and
unfolds through interactions with state institutions, local au-
thorities and wider publics. Such practices reveal the performa-
tive dimensions of diasporic religion, linking public and private,

religious and secular and embedding them within spatial pol-
itics of recognition (Vasquez and Knott 2014; Garbin 2014).
Religious placemaking, in this sense, involves power negotia-
tions both within the community and with local actors, other
migrant groups and secular authorities (Garbin 2012). Visibility
is thus not simply about being seen, but about the conditions
under which presence becomes legitimate and recognisable.

Within Alevi studies, debates over the religious status of ce-
mevis have long reflected these tensions, with scholars vari-
ously describing them as sacred, semi-sacred or multifunctional
spaces, while emphasising their profound symbolic and ritual
significance (Kehl-Bodrogi 2000; Salman 2015; Dressler 2006;
Hanoglu 2024b, 2023; Sokefeld 2008; Olsson et al. 2005). The
multiple meanings and practices embedded in cemevis have
sustained these debates. This article does not seek to redefine
the religious status of cemevis; rather, it approaches them ana-
lytically as spaces where sacrality, public representation and
community governance intersect. As Kong and Woods (2016,
117) suggest, such quasi-religious and quasi-secular spaces blur
distinctions between the sacred and the secular and are often
‘replete with politics and conflated ambition.” These debates
highlight the ways religious, social and political practices are
spatially entangled within cemevis. Their multifunctionality—
hosting ritual practices alongside educational, cultural and so-
cial activities—does not diminish sacrality; instead, it reflects
the integrative nature of Alevi communal life, in which ritual,
sociality and governance are deeply intertwined.

A transnational perspective is essential to this analysis.
Migration has played a central role in institutionalising Alevism
and expanding its public visibility across both diaspora and
homeland (Hanoglu 2024b, 2025). However, framing transna-
tional influence as a one-directional process—flowing from
diaspora to homeland or vice versa—oversimplifies a more
complex dynamic. Practices, aesthetics and organisational mod-
els circulate in multiple directions, shaped by developments in
urban Turkey as well as by diasporic experiences in Europe.
Diaspora cemevis are informed by debates and transformations
in Turkey, just as migrant-funded village cemevis reflect dias-
poric priorities, resources and imaginaries. Spatial politics thus
unfolds through circulation rather than export.

Bringing these strands together, the article conceptualises Alevi
spatial politics as a historically grounded and transnationally
constituted process in which visibility is continuously negoti-
ated through space. Cemevis emerge not as fixed endpoints of
religious development but as dynamic sites where competing
understandings of Alevism, belonging and legitimacy are made
visible, challenged and reworked. This framework provides the
conceptual grounding for this ethnographic analysis, beginning
with the London Cemevi as the primary site through which
these negotiations can be examined in depth.

4 | The London Cemevi: Placemaking, Visibility
and Diasporic Negotiations

The London Cemevi provides a key site through which to
examine how Alevi spatial politics unfolds in the diaspora.
More than a religious building, it constitutes a spatial claim
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to visibility, legitimacy and public recognition within a mul-
ticultural diaspora context. Its emergence reflects both the
opportunities and tensions that accompany diasporic place-
making, demonstrating how visibility is actively negoti-
ated through space rather than simply achieved through
institutionalisation.

5 | Cemevi as a Spatial Claim to Public Visibility

Established in Dalston in 1993, the England Alevi Cultural
Centre and Cemevi (EACC), commonly referred to as the London
Cemevi, operated for many years within a modest, semi-private
setting that offered limited spatial capacity and public presence.
As the British Alevi community grew and became more polit-
ically organised, the inadequacy of this space became increas-
ingly apparent. The decision to construct a new, purpose-built
cemevi in Wood Green marked a decisive shift from accommo-
dation to assertion: from adapting existing spaces to producing
a visible and recognisable Alevi presence within the diaspora
landscape.

The new London Cemevi, completed in 2018, occupies a
prominent location in the borough of Haringey—an area with
a significant Alevi population and dense migrant infrastruc-
ture. The neighbourhood hosts numerous Alevi-owned shops
and businesses—and in 2016 the local council elected its first
Alevi mayor alongside three Alevi councillors. The scale,

e

FIGURE1 | The new London Cemevi in Wood Green.

architectural form and multifunctional facilities of the new
building constitute a spatial claim to public legitimacy and
visibility. The three-storey complex includes a dedicated cem
hall, a multifunctional hall, educational spaces, a mortuary, a
library, a café, meeting rooms, offices, social areas, a car park
and more (see Figures 1 and 2). These facilities allow the ce-
mevi to function simultaneously as a religious, cultural and
communal centre.

The complex caters to a wide range of community needs,
particularly funerals and associated rituals, cem gatherings
and educational activities for young Alevis, including GCSE
(General Certificate of Secondary Education) support and
cultural and religious training. The quality and scale of these
facilities far exceed those of the former Dalston location, re-
flecting both the growth of the community and its aspirations.
This multifunctionality is not incidental but central to the ce-
mevi's political significance: it enables the Alevi community
to present itself as an organised, legitimate and socially em-
bedded religious group.

The opening ceremony, attended by local councillors, the Mayor
of Haringey, Members of Parliament and representatives from
multiple political parties, exemplified how spatial presence fa-
cilitates political engagement. Through the cemevi, Alevis po-
sitioned themselves as a recognisable constituency within local
governance structures, forging relationships with municipal
authorities and political actors. Visibility here is not merely
symbolic; it functions as a spatial strategy that enables claims to
recognition and participation in the public sphere. As one Alevi
councillor (43, female) explained:

Cemevi has a good reputation in the Haringey area.
The new cemevi played a major role in the acceptance
of Alevism as a faith. Because when you go there, it
is a place of belief in terms of its aesthetics. Having
such a place actually creates something nice. It is
a really beautiful and big place. People also know
that all Alevis do their funeral and 40 meals there.
In other words, the authorities have accepted that it
is an important asset for the community. Also, they

have had very positive relationships until now. It

(@

(b)

FIGURE2 | (a,b) Exterior and courtyard views of the London Cemevi, Wood Green. The expansive, purpose-built complex, organised around a

central courtyard, reflects the scale, permanence and multifunctional character of the institution.
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(a)

(b)

FIGURE 3 | (a, b) Thematic materials transported from Turkey and prepared for installation at the London Cemevi, reflecting the transnational

movement of ritual symbolism and aesthetic forms.

is a big place having rooms made to book for some
events when needed. For example, the regional
Labour Party London Conference was at the cemevi,
in the newly built community house. With such
things, it became known more. The old cemevi were
like a teahouse, with a small kitchen and ordinary
tables. But this place literally represents a faith
community visually.

(24 May 2019, Tottenham)

These remarks underscore the markedly different public pres-
ence of the new London Cemevi compared to the smaller facility
in Dalston. Its extensive purpose-built infrastructure, combined
with carefully curated thematic and aesthetic design, strength-
ens the community's visibility and contributes to its perceived
legitimacy within the local public sphere.

This aesthetic vision is further reflected in the decorative
materials displayed throughout the London Cemevi. The
materials and design elements that establish the thematic at-
mosphere were largely produced in Turkey and transported
to the UK, pointing to transnational networks of production
and meaning. During my visit in November 2017, a range of
religious items—mostly figures, images, poems and quota-
tions—were newly arrived from Turkey (see Figure 3a,b).
Many of these symbols, poems and quotations were designed
in the UK and produced in Turkey. This pattern applied to
most elements of the décor, from marble installations to car-
pets. Featuring traditional Anatolian patterns, carpets and
cushions were handmade in Turkey using natural dyes (see
Figure 4). The circulation of these materials reflects both re-
ligious and commercial ties to the homeland and exemplifies
what Johnson (2007, 45) terms the ‘commerce of memory-
making,” whereby economic exchanges reinforce homeland
connections by marketing notions of authenticity to the
diaspora.

The visibility of the London Cemevi extends beyond its mate-
rial form, operating through transnational Alevi networks.
The opening ceremony, for instance, brought together pirs/
dedes and representatives from Alevi federations in Germany,
Belgium, Austria and Turkey, alongside Members of Parliament
from Turkey's main opposition parties (HDP and CHP) and a
large UK-based audience. The new cemevi thus functions as a

FIGURE 4 | The cem hall, arranged in a circular layout that centres
on ritual gathering. Handmade carpets from Turkey, perimeter seating,
calligraphic panels, figurative imagery and a geometric ceiling design
collectively frame the sacralised space.

transnational hub through which visibility and legitimacy are
articulated not only locally but across Alevi networks in Europe
and the homeland.

6 | Religious Materiality, Aesthetics and the
Politics of Representation

Cemevi literally means ‘cem house,” but in practice, cemevis en-
compass far more than a space for cem gatherings alone. Within
the London Cemevi, the cem hall remains the only explicitly sa-
cralised space among a range of predominantly non-ritual facil-
ities. The removal of shoes upon entry marks a clear boundary
between this space and the rest of the building.

The politics of visibility embedded in the London Cemevi is ar-
ticulated not only through its location and scale but also through
its material and aesthetic choices. The interior design of the
building, particularly of the cem hall, reflects a carefully curated
vision of Alevism. The cem hall combines modern architectural
techniques with symbolic references central to Alevi belief.
These choices reflect the materialisation of religion, through
which belief is rendered visible and legible in architecture, ico-
nography and spatial layout.
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The interior design brings modern technology into dialogue
with symbolic representation. An extensive air-conditioning
system circulates air through concealed channels behind the
ceiling, which consists of 12 large platforms symbolising Oniki
Imamlar (the Twelve Imams), a core reference in Alevism (see
Figure 4). The dodecagonal ceiling structure, surrounded by
platforms extending outwards from the centre, forms the pri-
mary visual focus of the cem hall and was described by those
involved in the project as the most architecturally demanding
element of the design and construction.

This ceiling design is mirrored in the 12-sided marble plat-
form on the floor, which is used for semah performances (see
Figure 4). The platform is composed of large marble pieces
transported from Turkey. Its design is inspired by the teslim tasi
(‘stone of devotion’), a 12-cornered stone symbolising commit-
ment to Alevism. Adjacent to the marble platform is a wooden
seating area for religious leaders who guide the cem rituals.
Together, these elements form what the interior designer re-
ferred to as the sahne (stage).

The aesthetic prominence of the semah platform as a stage is
closely linked to broader ritual transformations characterised
by folklorisation and standardisation, alongside the increas-
ing performance of semah in non-ritual contexts as a public
expression of identity and visibility (Sokefeld 2004; Erol 2010;
Hanoglu 2023). In this sense, the spatial design of the cem hall
both reflects and reinforces changing modes of ritual practice.

At the same time, the selective representation of religious fig-
ures within the cem hall signals a conscious positioning within
internal Alevi debates. This is evident in the carefully curated
iconography—paintings, symbols and texts—designed to articu-
late a particular vision of Alevism. One example is the depiction
of Ali, the central holy figure in Alevism, shown only through
his face, encircled by a disc of light against a blue background
on a wrought-iron panel (see Figures 4 and 5). This depiction
departs from more conventional pictorial forms, which typi-
cally represent Ali as a full-bodied figure—often seated with his
sword or positioned among the Twelve Imams—and echo visual
conventions commonly associated with Islamic (particularly
Shia) iconography.

FIGURE 5 | The cem hall during a cem ritual, where participants
gather in circular formation, enacting the collective and relational
structure of Alevi worship.

While Ali and the Twelve Imams remain central to the sym-
bolic architecture of the cem hall—most notably through the
12-sided ceiling and the semah stage—their visual representa-
tion departs from conventional iconography. Rather than full
pictorial depictions of the Twelve Imams or a complete bodily
representation of Ali, their presence is selectively articulated
through abstraction and architectural symbolism. According
to those responsible for the thematic design, this approach re-
flects a deliberate distancing from pious iconographic forms
closely associated with Islamic visual traditions. Instead,
greater prominence is afforded to Hac1 Bektas Veli, a central
figure in Anatolian Alevism and other dervishes, whose rep-
resentation is understood as embodying a more inclusive vi-
sion of Alevism.

Materiality here operates as a political language through
which particular interpretations of Alevism are privileged. As
Johnson (2007) suggests, attachment to new places in diaspora
entails religious materiality and practices to be visualised and
presented in new ways. Rather than simply reproducing inher-
ited traditions, the iconography of the London Cemevi articu-
lates a contemporary, inclusive and publicly legible vision of
Alevi identity. This symbolic emphasis highlights shared rev-
erence for historical figures across diverse Alevi communities
and may be understood as a gesture towards perceived roots
that fosters unity within Alevi diversity. The coming together
of different ethnic and regional groups within the community
encourages religious associations to articulate commonalities in
belief and practice in order to consolidate collective belonging
(Yang and Ebaugh 2001).

As Johnson (2007) argues, diasporic religions function as
‘memory performances, sustaining continuity through a ‘con-
scious recollection’ that reworks the past within the present.
This process generates a ‘retroactive force’ that anchors con-
temporary practices in selectively remembered histories. In
this sense, the past becomes a social construction, reframed
through the lens of contemporary diasporic realities and
needs. This re-materialisation does not neutralise religious
meaning; rather, it reconfigures it within a diasporic context
where ritual practice, collective memory and political repre-
sentation intersect.

7 | Internal Politics of Alevi Place: Cohesion and
Conflict

The long and challenging construction process of the London
Cemevi was marked by extensive collective effort and coopera-
tion within the Alevi community. The England Alevi Cultural
Centre and Cemevi (EACC), which oversaw the project, raised
over £1.5 million through donations from community members
and sponsorships from Alevi businesspeople, completing con-
struction in 2018. This achievement illustrates a strong sense
of shared responsibility in creating a communal space. The
mobilisation required to realise the project—through financial
contributions, voluntary labour and sustained commitment—
demonstrates the community's capacity for cohesion. For many
first-generation migrants, the cemevi symbolised a means of
safeguarding Alevi identity for future generations, particu-
larly in a diasporic context where religious transmission was
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perceived as fragile. These aspirations invested the building
with emotional and symbolic significance that extended beyond
its physical form.

The construction project involved several key individuals, in-
cluding the architect (42, male), who worked as a full-time vol-
unteer and the construction manager (47, male), both of whom
assumed primary responsibility for the project. Like many
others, they emphasised their motivation to preserve Alevi—
and often explicitly Kurdish—identity for future generations.
They highlighted the importance of the cemevi as a space for
transmitting Alevi identity and tradition, particularly to chil-
dren growing up in the diaspora. As the construction manager
explained:

Such buildings make up our future. It is not just a
building; it is our future. [..] There are no places
where our people can take their children. Children
born here are asking: “What are we’ or ‘Who are we.’
Some say I am Christian; some say I am Muslim; but
what do we say? They cannot express themselves
properly. That is why such places are very beneficial
to them. Plus, Alevism is not something that comes
with a written history but a lifestyle that comes with a
tradition. If these places do not exist who will tell our
children about this in the future?

Temporality—rooted in both past and future—emerges as
crucial to the construction of identity and community in the
diaspora. Concerns about whether younger generations would
maintain their Alevi identity surfaced repeatedly among first-
generation migrants. This anxiety reflects broader challenges
faced by diasporic communities, particularly those histori-
cally marginalised and forced to conceal their identities. Alevi
families in the diaspora, committed to transmitting their tra-
ditions, view the cemevi as a space that helps younger gener-
ations navigate questions of identity and belonging, offering
a tangible connection to their heritage. The collective mobil-
isation to construct the cemevi thus became an expression of
diasporic solidarity and an effort to secure cultural and re-
ligious continuity across generations. Religious placemaking,
in this sense, functions as a bridge between past and future,
creating a space in which Alevi identity and tradition can
be sustained and transmitted. Echoing Tweed's (2006) con-
cepts of ‘dwelling’ and ‘homemaking’, the cemevi emerges
as a space of belonging that conveys collective memory and
tradition while fostering a sense of rootedness in diaspora.
Attachment to the cemevi not only consolidates religious
identity but also enhances engagement in the public sphere,
generating opportunities for collective action and community
development.

However, while the London Cemevi stands as a powerful sym-
bol of collective achievement, its construction and governance
also reveal the tensions inherent in diasporic placemaking.
Like many diasporic communities characterised by overlap-
ping and sometimes conflicting relationships (Werbner 2002;
Pasura 2014), the British Alevi community exhibits signifi-
cant internal diversity shaped by political, ethnic and regional

differences. These dynamics complicate collective placemaking
efforts.

The prolonged construction period was marked by inter-
nal disputes, including legal conflicts between rival boards
over administrative control. These legal proceedings lasted
for 3years and culminated in a court-mandated election of a
new board under the supervision of the Charity Commission.
The disputes significantly delayed construction, consumed a
substantial portion of the financial resources initially raised
for the project and exposed deep-seated ideological and po-
litical divisions within the community. Disagreements over
governance reflect broader debates within Alevi institutions
worldwide, particularly concerning the relationship between
Alevism and Islam, Turkishness and Kurdishness and en-
gagement with the Turkish state. The cemevi thus operates as
a contested space in which competing visions of Alevism are
negotiated and enacted.

In response to these tensions, some community members who
lost administrative control established the first regional and
kinship-based hometown associations. Today, approximately
20 such associations represent the areas from which the ma-
jority of British Alevis originate. Internal tensions continue to
surface during board elections and meetings, where competi-
tion and lobbying are common. Speeches at these gatherings
frequently include calls for constructive rather than destructive
criticism, signalling an awareness of ongoing disputes within
the community.

The story of the London Cemevi illustrates the community's ca-
pacity for both unity and conflict. The cemevi stands simulta-
neously as a product of collective effort and as a symbol of the
complex dynamics of diasporic life, where unity and division co-
exist. This underscores how space is produced through ongoing
negotiations that can both consolidate and fracture community
relations. The cemevi thus functions at once as a space of be-
longing, contestation and political articulation, testifying to the
diversity and dynamism of the community.

Taken together, the spatial politics enacted through the
London Cemevi do not remain confined to the diaspora.
Rather, they extend across borders through ongoing mate-
rial, symbolic and organisational engagements with places of
origin. These transnational connections are most visibly ex-
pressed in migrant-funded cemevis in Alevi villages, which
rescale negotiations over visibility, legitimacy and belonging
from the urban diaspora into the rural homeland. Village
cemevis thus represent an extension of these spatial politics,
reworked through local histories, power relations and trans-
national engagements.

8 | Village Cemevis and the Rescaling of Spatial
Politics

Migrant-funded cemevis in Alevi villages have been concep-
tualised as ‘remittance cemevis’ (Hanoglu 2024b), referring to
spaces that translate collective remittances into built form and
operate as transnational nodes. Building on this concept, this
article shows how these cemevis rescale Alevi spatial politics
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across diaspora and homeland. Rather than merely reflecting
economic investment, they materialise transnational forms of
belonging, visibility and ritual continuity.

9 | Collective Remittances as Spatial-Political
Practice

Alevi villages are typically located in mountainous regions;
however, visitors to these remote areas are often struck by the
noticeable presence of migrant-built houses, many of which are
comparatively large and ostentatious. In villages with high lev-
els of emigration, most houses have been rebuilt by migrants.
The majority of remittances are invested in the construction,
improvement and maintenance of homes, benefiting the local
construction sector, suppliers and craftsmen and contributing
significantly to the local economy. At the same time, in these
villages that are heavily reliant on migrant remittances, agricul-
tural activity has declined sharply, especially in comparison to
Sunni villages, which experience far lower rates of emigration.
Whether this decline is linked in part to the gendered organ-
isation of agricultural labour (Gardner and Osella 2003) or to
broader socio—-economic transformations associated with mi-
gration, traditional rural activities such as farming have become
increasingly devalued.

The Alevivillages in the study area (in Turkey) are largely empty
during the winter, with only a few, mostly elderly, residents re-
maining. An account from a permanent resident of Kétiire (56,
female) illustrates this vividly. One winter, following a power
outage, technicians arrived to restore electricity and knocked
on doors to check whether supply had returned. Finding no one
in houses, one of the electricians remarked in surprise upon
reaching her house: “We had given up hope of finding anyone in
this village. Where are all these people? This is a ghost village.’
This desolation, however, is reversed during the summer, when
migrants return for holidays and family visits. A social gather-
ing I observed in Koseyahya village in August 2018—attended
mostly by people from London, alongside a smaller number
from Edinburgh and {zmir—captured this seasonal transfor-
mation. Almost every household in Koseyahya has at least one
member living in the UK, and the village depends heavily on
remittances. This informal gathering preceded the annual sum-
mer festival, which attracted hundreds of participants and filled
the village with European-registered cars.

Migrant remittances have long played a central role in reshaping
rural landscapes. In Alevi villages with high emigration rates,
individual remittances are most visibly invested in housing,
while collective remittances are directed primarily towards the
construction of cemevis and only to a lesser extent towards other
forms of infrastructure.! Although migrant-funded communal
spaces are not unique to Alevi communities, the construction of
cemevis carries a distinct political significance rooted in Alevi
historical experiences of invisibility and exclusion.

Research suggests that migrants often collaborate with state au-
thorities to fund development projects in their places of origin
(Lopez 2015). This pattern, however, rarely applies to Alevis,
particularly Kurdish Alevis, who constitute the majority among
British Alevis. The historically contentious relationship between

Kurdish Alevis and the Turkish state frequently constrains such
partnerships. As de Haas (2005) notes, a lack of trust in state
institutions can act as a barrier to remittance transfers, discour-
aging migrants from engaging in collective social, political or
financial investments and reducing their motivation to return
or sustain transnational circulation. Based on my observations,
Kurdish Alevi investments in their villages are typically limited
to building houses, renovating ancestral graves and contributing
to cemevi construction. Beyond these domains, collective initia-
tives rarely progress further.

For migrant Alevis, contributing financially to the construction
of a village cemevi constitutes a spatial claim, rendering Alevi
presence publicly legible in contexts where religious identity
has long been marginalised or suppressed. The collective effort
to build cemevis thus carries both religious and political signif-
icance and reflects a deep ‘spirit of solidarity’ (Garbin 2019),
rooted in historical experiences of persecution. Initially con-
centrated in urban settings, the expansion of cemevis into Alevi
villages marks a further phase in this ongoing struggle for vis-
ibility and recognition in Turkey. In doing so, village cemevis
enable the performance of rituals previously confined to private
or improvised spaces and provide infrastructure for funerals,
commemorations and collective gatherings. For the first time,
the Alevi identity of village populations is visibly and explicitly
inscribed in the built environment, transforming what was once
hidden into a material presence. These spaces thus emerge as
powerful symbols of Alevi resilience and solidarity, reinforcing
belonging to both faith and place of origin while uniting com-
munities across transnational boundaries.

Collective projects to build cemevis also extend beyond villages
to other politically significant sites. A prominent example is the
construction of the Erenler Cemevi in Yoriikselim, the neigh-
bourhood that was the primary site of the 1978 Maras massa-
cre. This initiative emerged through transnational collaboration
among Alevi associations in the UK, Germany and Turkey and
was led by the UK-based community. In parallel, British Alevi
organisations also initiated commemorations of the massacre in
Yoriikselim, despite such events having previously been banned
in Turkey. These efforts subsequently encouraged commemo-
rative practices across Turkey and Europe. This case illustrates
what Garbin (2014) describes as practices of religious territorial-
isation linked to diasporic politics, revealing how transnational
engagements actively reconfigure political space across home-
land and diaspora.

By extending spatial politics into the rural homeland, migrant-
funded cemevis demonstrate how visibility is reworked across
scales and settings. They demonstrate that the politics of space
initiated in the diaspora not only transforms into institutional
consolidation but also continues through ongoing negotiation,
circulation and adaptation.

10 | Cemevis and Transnational Circulation

Building a cemevi in their village is highly valued among British
Alevis, with many research participants expressing pride in
their financial contributions to such projects. The primary mo-
tivation behind these investments is to facilitate funerals, as
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deceased community members are often returned to their birth-
place for burial. Kong (2012, 416) highlights the symbolic and
religious significance of burial in the birthplace, describing it
as ‘focal points of identity and expressions of relationships with
the land’. Cemevis play a key role in coordinating the repatria-
tion of the deceased from the diaspora to their villages and in
enabling funerals to be conducted in accordance with Alevi
beliefs and ritual traditions. This final journey of repatriation,
culminating in burial in the village cemetery, is described by
Zirh (2012, 1758) as ‘a ritualised and spatial practice of (trans-
national) community-making beyond national categories and
cartographies’. The coordination between the ‘sending’ cemevi
in the diaspora and the ‘receiving’ cemevi in the village exem-
plifies a vital transnational practice through which homeland-
diaspora ties are sustained. Visibility here is enacted not only
through buildings but also through the spatial choreography
of death, burial and remembrance, sustaining ritual continuity
across borders.

As noted earlier, Alevi villages with high emigration rates—
largely deserted during winter—are reanimated during the sum-
mer months when migrants return. Funded and maintained
through remittances, village cemevis, typically quiet for much of
the year, also become active during this period and become active
sites of ritual and social life, as cem gatherings, festivals and col-
lective events take place only when sufficient numbers are pres-
ent. This seasonal pattern reveals how migration reshapes not
only rural space but also the temporal rhythms of community life,
transforming villages into transnational sites that are periodically
reassembled through return visits and ritual gatherings. Through
these spaces, migrants not only contribute to the consolidation of a
transnational community but also actively reshape the social, spa-
tial and cultural landscapes of rural Alevi areas in Turkey. They
facilitate interaction between local and diasporic populations and
enable the circulation of ideas, practices and expectations.

While sustaining ties to cultural heritage, village cemevis also
represent the evolving needs of migrants. They differ from di-
aspora cemevis, reflecting the specific practices and seasonal
rhythms of village life, co-produced jointly by resident and mi-
grant villagers. In addition to cem rituals, funerals and kirk (40)
meals, village cemevis also host weddings—a practice generally
absent from diaspora cemevis such as the London Cemevi, where
it is often contested. The limited time migrants spend in their
villages appears to encourage the incorporation of features asso-
ciated with communal spaces in diaspora, emphasising practi-
cality and multifunctionality. These differences underscore the
diverse roles cemevis play within Alevi communities, shaped by
their respective social and spatial contexts.

While diaspora resources and organisational models undoubt-
edly shape village cemevis, developments in urban Turkey and
long-standing local traditions also inform diasporic expecta-
tions. Approaching village cemevis through the lens of circula-
tion rather than export enables a more nuanced understanding
of transnational Alevi spatial politics. Practices, aesthetics and
organisational forms do not simply move from diaspora to home-
land; they circulate between sites, mediated by actors positioned
across different locations. In this sense, migrants' visions of
what a cemevi should look like, how it should function and who
should govern it are shaped by experiences across multiple sites.

These circulatory dynamics are further reinforced through the
transformation of village space. In villages and nearby town
centres, large, modern migrant houses stand alongside older
structures, signalling transnational mobility and economic dis-
tinction. These new houses, renovated communal areas and
cemevis together represent what may be described as diasporic
spatial markers, producing a landscape in which migration be-
comes materially present even in the absence of migrants them-
selves. Such remittance-funded developments generate broader
effects that shape how space, mobility and the future are imag-
ined by those who remain in the homeland. In doing so, they
embed village life within wider transnational networks while
reshaping the social and cultural fabric of rural Alevi land-
scapes in Turkey.

For younger Alevis who have not migrated, this remittance
landscape plays a significant role in shaping aspirations and
imaginaries of the future. During interviews and focus group
discussions, young participants frequently referred to migrant-
built houses, summer return visits and cemevi-based gatherings
as evidence of alternative life trajectories beyond the village or
region. The visibility of migration—materialised in buildings,
consumption patterns and seasonal social life—contributes to
what may be described as a transnational horizon of expectation,
within which the diaspora emerges as a tangible and desirable
point of reference. Village cemevis serve as key sites where non-
migrants encounter diasporic practices, narratives and values.
Through funerals, commemorations and collective gatherings,
these spaces bring together migrants and non-migrants, tempo-
rarily reassembling dispersed communities. In such moments,
the cemevi functions as a node of encounter where transnational
belonging is enacted and made visible, reinforcing perceptions
of the diaspora as both accessible and authoritative.

Youth narratives frequently linked desires to migrate to experi-
ences of inequality and exclusion in the homeland. Rather than
treating these accounts as general expressions of youth dissat-
isfaction, this article situates them within the specific spatial
regimes produced by migration. The contrast between stagnant
local infrastructures and the visible presence of transnational
wealth and mobility intensifies perceptions of constrained fu-
tures at home. In this sense, aspirations to migrate can be un-
derstood as effects of transnational circulation rather than as
independent social phenomena. Remittance houses and cemevis
together produce a landscape in which mobility is normalised,
success is spatially displayed, and belonging is increasingly ori-
ented beyond the national frame. These spatial dynamics shape
how possibilities are perceived, evaluated and pursued.

11 | Conclusion: Rethinking Alevi Spatial Politics
Across Borders

This article has examined how Alevi spatial politics operates
through the negotiated production of visibility across diaspora
and homeland. By focusing on cemevis as central sites of place-
making, it has shown that spatial politics is not a linear outcome
of migration or institutionalisation, but an ongoing political
process shaped by historical trajectories, internal diversity and
transnational circulation. Rather than treating space as a neu-
tral backdrop, the analysis has approached it as a field in which
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claims to legitimacy, authority and belonging are articulated,
contested and reworked.

The London Cemevi illustrates how these dynamics unfold in
a diasporic context. As a purpose-built, multifunctional institu-
tion, it constitutes a strategic spatial claim to visibility and le-
gitimacy within the public sphere of the diaspora. Its location,
scale and engagement with local political actors demonstrate
how space facilitates legitimacy, recognition and participation.
At the same time, the material and aesthetic articulation of the
cem hall reveals how religious meaning, collective memory and
political representation are spatially negotiated. In this sense,
it represents a reimagined form of cemevi, reflecting processes
of re-materialisation and re-memorialisation through which
Alevism is rearticulated beyond its conventional frames.

Crucially, the internal disputes surrounding the governance of
the London Cemevi underscore that visibility is not inherently
cohesive. Control over space entails control over representation,
and placemaking becomes a site where competing visions of
Alevism, community and authority are enacted. While the com-
munity can mobilise remarkable unity around common causes,
it simultaneously generates tensions shaped by conflict, negotia-
tion and power struggles. These dynamics highlight that spatial
visibility can consolidate collective presence while also intensi-
fying internal contestation.

Extending the analysis beyond the diaspora, the article has
shown that these spatial politics are rescaled through transna-
tional engagements with the homeland. Migrant-funded village
cemevis do not constitute a separate or derivative phenomenon;
rather, they represent an extension of the same negotiations over
space and visibility. Shaped by both diasporic priorities and local
histories, village cemevis foreground the bidirectional nature of
transnational influence and demonstrate how spatial politics
unfold across interconnected sites.

The impact of migration on the social and cultural fabric of
Alevi villages in Turkey is complex and operates through mul-
tiple channels, evident in both material transformations and
shifting social relations. Remittance-funded houses, village ce-
mevis and seasonal return visits contribute to the transnationali-
sation of rural life, reconfiguring landscapes, temporal rhythms
and social expectations. Youth aspirations further illuminate
how these transnational spatial regimes make mobility visible,
desirable and materially grounded.

Approaching these dynamics through the lens of circulation
rather than export allows for a more nuanced understanding of
transnational Alevi life. Practices, aesthetics and organisational
models move back and forth across borders, mediated by actors
positioned in multiple locations. Village cemevis are therefore
neither replicas of diasporic institutions nor static embodiments
of tradition. They are dynamic sites where transnational engage-
ments are localised, negotiated and continuously reconfigured
across different scales and temporalities.

Taken together, this article demonstrates how historically mar-
ginalised communities use space not only to assert presence, but
also to negotiate the terms under which they become visible, rec-
ognised and politically meaningful across borders. By centring

spatial politics, the article contributes to scholarship on Alevi
transnationalism and religious placemaking, while also speak-
ing more broadly to studies of migration, diaspora, religion and
space. The analysis advances four key pillars. First, it reframes
Alevi visibility as a negotiated and contested spatial process
rather than a straightforward outcome of migration or institu-
tional recognition. Second, it conceptualises cemevis as transna-
tionally constituted spaces where sacrality, politics and power
intersect. Third, it bridges debates on religious placemaking
with internal and transnational community politics, showing
how authority and representation are spatially enacted. Finally,
it offers a relational account of diaspora-homeland connections
that foregrounds circulation, negotiation and adaptation over
linear models of influence.
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Endnotes

IFor example, Kétiire, a village in Afsin with more than 2000 mi-
grants residing in London, represents one such rare case. Through
collective remittances, emigrant villagers have financed key in-
frastructure projects, including a sewerage system, bridges and an
asphalt road, all without support from local municipalities. These
initiatives have been coordinated by the Kotiire Koyii Giizellestirme
ve Yardimlasma Vakfi (Beautification and Solidarity Foundation of
Kotiire Village), an association established by UK-based villagers for
this purpose.
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