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Abstract: 

Cognitive Anthropology as a means to combine linguistic and anthropological data is a useful 

framework to research a people group from the inside (mother tongue speaker) and the outside 

(ethnographer).  During more than 15 years of anthropological-linguistic research on the worldview 

of the Zaza people some interesting aspects have occurred.  Besides their split in two religious 

directions (Alevism; Sunnism), their linguistic diversity of at least three main dialect variants 

(Northern, Southern, Eastern/Central Dialect), and a background of a mixture of Animism, Parsism 

and mystic religions (Gnosticism; Dervish orders) one can find a richness of Armenian, Syrian-

Orthodox, Nestorian, Jewish and other Christian cultural and linguistic influences on this people 

group.  How has their contemporary worldview been informed by the past? Which influences have 

provided a path to the modern day social order of the Zaza people? 

1 Introduction 

This article is a shortened form of one that was hold at the Zaza Conference in Yerevan on the 28th-
30th October 2011 initiated by the Caucasian Centre of Iranian Studies with the title The Struggle for 
Identity - Cognitive Anthropology: Aspects of the Zaza Worldview. The focus is on cultural aspects of 
identity concerning the Zaza people and their neighboring people groups. The extended version 
which was presented at the conference will be forthcoming in the research journal Zazaica from the 
same organisation. 

This study is based on Applied Linguistics and Cognitive Anthropology.  The perspective is taken 

from a “Cultural Anthropology” point of view although many assumptions are picked up from “Social 

Anthropology”.  Due to the fact that the term “culture” today is used to describe several different 

views it seems best to refer to “societies”.  Following this analysis, a short introduction to the Zaza 

people and their religious setting is presented.   

It is one assumption that religion plays an important role in understanding a people group’s 

worldview and another postulation that the conscience is the organ which best reflects their area of 

cognition and thought.  Cognitive Anthropology uses tools to evaluate and reflect a people’s 

worldview based on the interplay of religion and conscience. 

Ethnography is the application of the descriptive branch of Anthropology and especially in 

Cognitive Anthropology.  Within this discipline the collected data are presented to the researcher’s 

culture for comparative studies.  It is within ethnography that the clash of worldviews caused by 

ethnocentrism needs to be addressed by the ethnographer through: 

 transparency about their own perspective (introduction to their worldview),  

 the methods taken for the research (research design), 

 an account of their credibility (ethics of ethnography/anthropology). 
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Addressing the general critique of ethnography and anthropological studies regarding the claim 

that they destroy cultures or the accusation that they are motivated by colonialism, in this paper I 

take the stance of the dyadic-dynamic approach (Werner forthcoming).  Both parties – ethnographer 

and people group of research interest - leave a mark on their own and the foreign culture.  On the 

one hand the ethnographer’s people group is informed about the researched culture by ethnography 

and on the other hand the researched group’s horizon is broadened by the cross-cultural contact and 

interaction with the ethnographer and their cultural setting.  Furthermore, etic observations support 

reflection of behavior and document these for comparative studies. 

Religion has never been highly valued in Social or Cultural Anthropology; it has been understood 

as simply one feature of humanity.  However, since the 1970s more focus has been given to religion.  

The rise of anthropological issues within theology and in Christian community development has been 

some of the reasons for that rise in interest.  The British and American Societies of Anthropology 

have always discussed the importance of religion to evaluate a people group’s worldview and their 

core value and norm system (Geertz 1966).  Religion is understood as a system of symbols which acts 

to “establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating 

conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 

factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic” (1966:4).  The Zaza people 

express this in Alevism for the Northern Group and in forms of Sunnism in the Southern and 

Eastern/Central Group. 

One drawback of ethnography and picturing worldviews (see below) is that the researcher deals 

with a topic of ongoing change due to culture change and language shift resulting in worldview shift.  

For this very reason the historical setting of the researched topics in a people group needs to be 

taken in account as a foundation to explain the present and its state of reference for the future 

prospects of the people.  In oral cultures (oral-aural) with a small scale tribal societal structure, 

history is only fragmentarily reconstructable.  Assumptions have to be made building on this shaky 

foundation.  Intuition thus becomes an important part of the evaluation process in Cultural 

Anthropology the more cognitive processes are not physically approachable.  Concerning the Zaza 

people, research about their origin, the origin of their religion, and their state of life in the past, is 

build on assumptions and any future perspective will take this in account and always deal with the 

incalculable.   

The recent discussion within the Zaza people group about their identity leads into an area of 

social conflict which is evident from an international perspective.  The people groups affected are in 

minority under the influence of various politically influential peoples who constitute the majority.  

For the Zaza people (total approximately 3 million) in Turkey (1-2 million) they are outnumbered by 

the Kurmanji speaking Kurds of Turkey (approximately 16 million) as well as the ruling Turkish nation 

(50-55 million).  The discussion currently centers on the idea of the Zaza people being ethnically 

“Kurds”, speaking a “Kurdish dialect”.  The main critique of this view from the Zaza community’s 

perspective is that Kurdish nationalism is treating the minority Zaza as Turkish nationalism does for 

all the non-Turkish people groups in Turkey.  This includes the denial of an independent history and 

tradition of the Zaza people.  The problem lies in the fact that “Kurdish nationalism” is to some 

degree strongly driven by Zaza people who lack an official “Zaza nationalism”.  The bewilderment 

that these intermingled nationalistic movements bring with them is enormous and virtually 

irresolvable.  Even the involved parties’ internal arguments are inconsistent about their identity or 

their political goals for the Zaza people in relation to the Kurmanji speaking Kurds. 

By taking a closer look at the relationship between Kurmanji speaking Kurds and Zaza people 

one could agree that culturally the Zaza people are closely connected to Kurdish customs and 



practices (see below).  In the areas of ethnomusicology, dance, celebrations and holidays, and the 

religious and societal initiation rites some overlap – but only overlap - is obvious.  However, the 

linguistic argument of similarity can be easily refuted.  Academic tradition since 1870 has correctly 

argued that Kurmanji and Zazaki belong to the branch of Northwestern Iranian Languages together 

with Gorani/Hewrami.  In contrast to this theory Kurmanji, in reality, pairs more closely together with 

two languages of the Southern branches (Behdeni, Sorani) and a group of Eastern dialects or closely 

related languages in western Iran or northeastern Iraq.  It is Middle Persian that is foundational to 

Kurmanji, whereas Parthian and other languages from northwestern Iran (e.g.  Pahlavi, Median, etc.) 

have influenced Zazaki the most.  The common linguistic root of Kurmanji and Zazaki extends back 

3,000 years to Old Persian as part of the Western Iranian Language group (out of Avesta and 

Sanskrit). 

Today, the controversy continues with some Kurmanji and Zazaki speaking organizations/ 

institutions wanting to include Zazaki in their corpus as one of the main Kurdish dialects, whereas 

others want the development and expansion of a cultural-linguistic movement revealing an 

independent history and asking for an independent future of the Zaza people outside of Kurdish 

structures.  The former is often called the “political” and the latter the “cultural” movement.  Both 

developments play together towards the language development progress of the writing and teaching 

of Zazaki.  Unfortunately the two parties are irreconcilable and no common approach seems to be at 

hand. 

2 Cognitive Anthropology and Linguistics 

Cognitive Anthropology (German: Kognitive Ethnologie) investigates the cognitive processes 

behind behavioral patterns.  The structure of cultural norms and values are based on the 

acculturation and socialization of a person, most of which occurs during childhood, mainly during the 

first six years.  The genetic blueprint and the environment of a person are essential factors in the 

ongoing shaping of their worldview.  It is through the processes of acculturation and socialization 

that one’s conscience is formed and linked to the wider people group’s conscience.  The individual is 

free to develop their own focus areas within a socially acceptable range.  The overall matrix is given 

by the collective subconsciousness.  The two main factors to channel the conscience in societies are: 

 the communication methods that are used from the members to relate to each other (wider 

linguistic system) 

 the processes of how the cultural setting is passed on (traditions). 

It is within this framework that the ethnographer studies worldviews in cultures. 

Ethnography is focused on the interactions that people undertake within a society and how this 

fits in their wider cultural setting.  Out of that information pool the researcher works on their field of 

study and asks for the people group’s motivations behind it.  To guarantee as much objectivism as 

one can give from outside (that is an etic view) the study is enriched by emic aspects (that is from 

inside the people group).  Emic aspects are taken by linguistic figures directly from the people group.  

This could be a journal in which direct quotes and explanations from mother tongue speakers are 

stored.  Etic information is best gathered in so called “human areas results findings”.  This includes 

the description of observed norms, peculiarities or special areas.  The ethnographer is not just 

observing but also commenting on their observations and drawing conclusions.  To complement the 

research besides emic and etic statements the researcher will work on mediating facts.  The latter 

are in between and reflect any conclusion that can be made by seeking out connections and 



interrelations between the emic and etic factors.  Mediating in this sense means for the researcher to 

conclude and combine the observations from outside and inside. 

3 Worldview and Religion 

A worldview is a culture’s “map of the world” (Hesselgrave 2002:235) and “fundamentally a 

system of ideas, of logical relationships, through which actors in a sociocultural arena explain and 

rationalize their thoughts and actions” (Lingenfelter 1996:220).  Others describe worldview as glasses 

through which we look at the things around us.  I follow Käser’s definition which states, “worldviews 

mirror the sum of perceptions that serve a human to explain for himself the structure and function of 

the universe or cosmos” (2004:59). 

In general, Cognitive Anthropology does not focus on the subject of worldviews, but it is within 

Cognitive Anthropology that a worldview is best approached.  A worldview offers a summary of all 

the core values and norms of a people group and thus is the best means to address a people group.  

The so called Location of Emotions, the Intellect and the Character (LEIC; German: Sitz der 

Emotionen, des Intellekts und des Charakters, SEIC; Käser 2004:177-192 and Badenberg ) proofs to be 

a reflection of the individuals conscience.  Another expression from psychology for this location is 

given by the term super-ego.  The Zaza people refer to their LEIC as the zerri that is the inner and 

central parts of the body.  Influences in and from the western Diaspora have led to a shift to the head 

to refer to this area. 

3.1 Linguistic Considerations 

In terms of the genetic classification of languages, Zazaki can be traced back to the New Iranian 

language family and furthermore, to the Northwestern Iranian language branch.  Elements of Zazaki 

grammar are: a complex descriptive, genitive, subordinated ezafe / izafe system, a split ergative 

absolute system, a complex verb system with few roots and a past, present, future and subjunctive 

tense structure.  The language can be divided into the three main dialects, namely the Northern 

Group (centering in the Dersim area, Ovaçik, Pülümür, Tunceli and Varto), the Southern Group 

(centering in Çermik / Siverek, Gerger) and the Eastern / Central Group (centering in Palu / Bingöl, 

Hani, Muş).  The linguistic differences can be traced to the areas of:  phonemes (e.g.  Northern Zazaki 

represents unaspirated affricates), grammatical features (e.g.  Southern Zazaki represents a 2nd fem.  

marker for verbs) and vocabulary (e.g.  child in Northern Zazaki doman, in Southern Zazaki qeçek).  

Language and thought work closely together in the area of worldviews as they are expressed through 

linguistic systems.  It seems appropriate to call the linguistic structure of a people group a mirror of 

their worldview. 

Due to historical factors, proximity and trade (in this order), Zazaki borrowed from Persian, 

Turkish, Kurmanji, Armenian and Arabic.  In the same way it had an influenced on those neighboring 

languages.  Music, religious habits and economic factors, such as trade, handicrafts, irrigation, 

keeping and breeding of livestock functioned as channels of influence.  The area of loanwords and 

lexical borrowing is well researched for Zazaki (Bläsing 1995; see also Hübschmann 1962).  The ethnic 

groups of the languages mentioned above, in addition to linguistic borrowing also had an influence 

on the cultural setting of the Zaza people. 



3.2 Religions of the Zaza People Group 

I will now address the LEIC in relation to the religions practiced among the Zaza people.  As 

mentioned the Zaza group is divided into three main dialect groups.  The Northern Group follows 

Alevism (caused by a religious split within the language dialect groups), whereas most of the 

Southern and Eastern group follow Sunni Islam, according to the oldest, largest and (considered by 

many) the more liberal school of Hanafi.  This practice is named after its founder Hanifa (8th century 

AD).  In contrast to these, a few Zaza and the bulk of the Kurmanji speakers follow the Shafi’i rite 

named by its founder Shafi’i (beginning of 9th century AD).  Interestingly the linguistically related 

Hewrami/Gorani people group is also divided into the Sunni group and the Ahle Haqq/Ahl e Haqq.  

The divide of the religion of the Zaza and the Hewrami people parallels each other since the Ahl e 

Haqq and the Alevis are considered to be Islamic sects from the mystical rite from the Shi’ite 

background.  Another parallel is found in the fact that both groups are overshadowed by the larger 

Kurdish national movements and in which parts of their populations considers themselves to be 

Kurds.  In balancing all the academic arguments I operate under the assumption that the Zaza and 

Hewrami people have a common background of origin stretching back to the province of Daylam, 

south of the Caspian Sea, in modern day Iran.  Recent linguistic and historical research has led to this 

assumption.  As farmers, both people groups settled in their recent homeland a long time ago and 

have lost their nomadic history.  The nomadic Kurds instead consider their origin to be from the 

Southwestern planes of modern day Iran.  Both people groups, Zaza and Hewrami, also reflect a 

Christian history.  For the Zaza people this is expressed in some Christian rituals that are part of their 

culture (see below) and the existence of Christian Zaza villages and tribes in the area of Gerger 

(Alduş). 

The Kurmanji speaking people of East Anatolia follow the Shafi’i rite of Islam which, besides the 

Qur’an, also makes use of the Sunnah of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, ijmā' (Arabic: consensus), 

and qiyas (Arabic:analogy).  The Christian influence on the Zaza and Kurmanji speaking people groups 

as a whole has been enormous, lasting more than 19 centuries.  History reveals epochs of both peace 

and dreadful rivalries in their history.  Conversions back and forth, persuasion activities from both 

religions and an ongoing oppression of non-Islamic religions in the realm of the Ottoman Empire 

since the 15th century have been documented (e.g.  Ye’or 2009; Griffith 2010).  The second class 

citizenship under Islamic protection guaranteed the Jewish and Christian groups, so called millets, 

freedom to practice their religion while special taxes had to be paid and business restrictions and 

discriminations had to be endured.  Nonetheless the linguistic and cultural influence of those groups 

is obvious and has found its ways into the worldview of the Zaza people (see below). 

3.3 Islamization Movements and Societal Tensions 

When and how Islam became part of the Zaza identity today is only reconstructable by the 

evaluation of two Islamic movements.  Islam entered the geographical homeland area of the Zaza 

people by crescent campaigns led by Arabic Bedouin in the 7th century.  How far those first jihad 

campaigns/movements influenced the Zaza is not well known.  However, the jihad campaign of the 

12th century AD that swept over the area of modern day Albania, Bulgaria, Turkey and the Middle 

East has been much better documented.  Another (Re-) Islamic movement in the 16th century 

reached primarily Bulgaria and the Eastern parts of Turkey.  It was carried out by followers of 

Wahabism and initiated by royal Saudi Arabian families.  This second movement led to ongoing 



tensions between the Christian and Alevi groups in the Zaza homeland area.  It gave also a reason for 

the broadening of the linguistic gap within the whole Zaza society, mainly the Alevi and Sunni group.  

Ottoman Emperors followed the Sunni rite of Hanafi.  As a consequence the Southern and Eastern 

Zaza people as well as the majority of the Kurmanji speaking people groups (Shafi’i) were part of the 

Islamic brotherhood (although a few practiced within the same rite).  A religious gap thus exists 

between the Sunni Hanafi Turkish and Southern/Eastern Zaza and the Shafi’i Kurmanji group.  

Another much bigger gap splits the Sunni Zaza, Turkish and Kurmanji group from the Alevi Zaza, 

Turkish and Kurmanji group.  The Yezidi Kurmanji group is outside of the Islamic religion. 

3.3.1 Alevism – Northern Group 

As discussed previously, the origin of Alevism is inherently controversial.  Influences by 

Parsism (Zoroastrianism), Gnosticism, and Eastern Christianity have led to the assumption of a pre-

Islamic religion that transferred to Shi’i theology.  Allah is represented in the energies of his 

mediators Muhammad and Ali.  Divine creative energy is embodied in the latent breath (or Allah), 

the prototypical human which is made up of active and passive principles (or Muhammad and the 

divine light/Ali).  Thus, a Trinitarian similarity to Christian doctrines can be noticed.  Alevism spread 

to Turkish, Kurmanji, Azeri and Zazaki speaking parts of the Ottoman Empire.  Recent estimates speak 

of 20 million Alevis in Turkey.  At least half of the Zaza population follows Alevism (1-1 ½ million).  In 

the Turkish and Kurmanji speaking people groups Alevism takes close to 1/3 of the total population 

(6 million Kurmanji; 13 million Turkish).  Throughout history the Alevis have been not considered to 

be part of Islam or have been characterized as a very unpopular group within Islam.  Tensions 

between the dominant Sunni brotherhood and the Alevis have been reported since the 15th century 

AD.  With the foundation of the Republic of Turkey the Alevis – sometimes under force – started to 

adopt the majority religion while keeping a low profile of their unique religious practices.  Contrary to 

expectations, national acceptance grew and Alevism grew to be considered part of Islam.  

Nonetheless restrictions of their worship can still observed today.  Today Alevism is accepted with 

the caveat that the community not ask for official recognition.  This is even true for minor practices 

such as the public proclamation of sacred places (e.g.  springs çim, mountains ko etc.). 

3.3.2 Sunnism – Hanafi Southern and Eastern Group – Class System 

The small scale societies of the Southern and Eastern Zaza practice Sunnism and are well 

known for their prejudice.  In the 19th century visitors to the Zaza homeland reported of their strong 

Islamic beliefs and practices although they were not educated in Islam or nor followed their own 

theological interpretation like the brotherhood of Egypt or Yemen (Karl Pfander in Schirrmacher 

1992:37).  The reason for such an attitude can be found in the societal structure of the Sunni Zaza 

people.  Throughout history the society has been split into three classes consisting of an upper, 

middle and lower class.  The upper class includes rulers and their families such as the şeik (sheikh) or 

ağa/aga (agha), the former holding a mainly religious but also political role.  The latter being a 

political role as landlord.  A landlord ağa/aga (agha) is responsible to represent his small division of 

society or tribe to the outside, e.g.  visitors, travelers, the Turkish officials.  He also observes the 

division of the limited goods (see below).  The sheikh functions as a mediator to the transcendental 

world.  He holds a mystical position and is claimed to have direct contact with divine powers, 

primarily Allah.  Both positions are inherited and thus belong to the same family for generations.  The 

position of a sheikh can be taken by very extraordinary deeds, like miracles, abundant merits, etc.  

Since a transfer from one class into another is not possible in a class society like the Zaza people, to 



become a sheikh is rarely observed but passed on in oral traditions as an ideal to ethics and morality 

(see How a Cermug Shepherd became a Sheik, in Hayıg 2007:54-58; 172-175).  The millah or mullah 

as religious teacher takes over some responsibilities from the sheikh concerning the religious 

education.  The sheikh is the only social position which allows for the establishment of a 

confederation of Zaza smaller societies for political and/or religious reasons.  This happened in the 

1921 (Koçgiri), 1925 (Sheikh Said) and 1937/38 (Sheikh Rıza; tertele) rebellions.  The first and the 

latter were initiated by the Northern Group, the other being carried out by the Southern Group.  The 

middle class of the peasant Zaza people includes peasants, a few craftsmen, as well as their extended 

families.  As middle class they own property and support themselves.  They contribute to the 

community through the landlord agha.  The lower class consists of widows, handicapped or 

foreigners without family.  Sometimes Kurmanji speaking musicians aşık or shepherds gawan are 

part of the lower class.  Nonetheless the community takes care of all its members in either class 

through social collectivism.  The responsibility to guarantee some wealth and daily bread to every 

member and outsiders in the Zaza realm is given to the agha.  Moving from history to the present 

some things changed. 

Table 1 Religions - Turkish - Zazaki - Kurmanji Speakers 

 

3.3.3 Culture Change and Language Shift 

The culture of the Zaza people has changed dramatically due to: forced migration to the 

West and Europe, denial of mother tongue education (in their non-Turkish languages) and dire 

Yezidi Kurmanji; 
Christian Zaza 
and Kurmanji



economic situation.  Interestingly the Northern Group and the Southern/Eastern Group have 

experienced different levels of assimilation.  The Northern Group has assimilated more towards the 

Turkish system because of ongoing oppression and massive discrimination perpetrated on them 

related to their practice of Alevism and their practice of a non-Turkish sub-culture.  UNESCO has even 

categorized the language’s danger of extinction for the Alevi population.  The seriousness of the 

situation becomes apparent in the fact that children are not taught their mother tongue at home 

anymore and neither is the need of Zazaki spoken at home and in public recognized.  The 

Southern/Eastern Group, on the other hand, still continues to use the mother tongue in public and at 

home.  However there is also no literacy education in Zazaki (neither reading nor writing), the 

interest in mother tongue publications is low and the benefit of Zazaki for education is not 

recognized within the people group. 

3.3.4 Prediction on Socialization of the Religious Movement 

A revival of Alevism in Europe reveals that globalization, urbanization, and migration 

movement pay their tribute to the Zaza religions.  Families are spread out all over the country both in 

the Diaspora and in the homeland.  Regular social gatherings are not possible any more.  Social 

structures are dissolving.  A new religious structure is being evolved thanks to intellectuals, 

musicians, poets and authors, taking the responsibility to conserve traditions, linguistic features, 

vocabulary, dialectical variations etc.  The other momentum caused by the economy.  Central 

stakeholders of the past used their social and financial influence to invest in businesses such as the 

mining and trade of marble, construction, and the cotton or the carpet industry.  Another area of 

interest for these people groups is in politics and the banking sector.  The peasant rural and urban 

population has moved into industrialization.  The new upper class includes politicians, business and 

banking managers as part of a capitalist economy.  The higher middle class depends on industry or 

monocultural farming on large swaths of land (e.g.  apricots, olives, and wheat).  It is not clear yet on 

what level the independent but self-sufficient peasants belong to, because they are mainly poor but 

on the other hand they run their own businesses.  I would tend to classify them as lower middle class 

with some features of the lower class.  A factor that changes all predicted norms comes from the 

financial support of the Diaspora.  In the past this was the vital wherewithal with enormous amounts 

of money flowing to the homeland from the areas of migration.  Recently, due to a growing economy 

in-country and also in the Diaspora, a new caste of prosperity has arisen.  Property is being sold back 

and forth and the outcome of rental and owned estate lead to the constant shift of structures of 

authority and influence. 



Table 2 Class Changes - Shift from History into Present 

 
Concerning questions of identity the Kurmanji speaking people groups have experienced the 

same cultural changes.  However, they do not face acute language endangerment because of:  

 their size,  

 their geographic distance (the East) from the government’s seat of power (Ankara),  

 their geostrategic importance to protect the borders to Iran, Armenia and Northern Iraq, 

 the fact that the Bahdeni and Sorani speaking group have the freedom to use their mother 

tongue in the Northern autonomous region of Iraq.   

Pressure on the Zaza people is high to form alliances with as many people groups as possible to 

empower their political influence.  One result of this is the evolvement of “Kurdish Nationalism”.  

Looking back in history the Zaza people gained nothing from alliances with Kurmanji speaking groups 

but experienced treason time and time again.  On the contrary alliances between institutions from 

both ethnicities would be helpful to strengthen and bring forward mother tongue education.  The 

choice of alliance partners for the Zaza people besides the Kurmanji group is not overwhelming.  The 

Laz, Circassian, Adyghe, Azeri or other groups are far away from any tendency to form institutions in 

that direction. 

3.4 Conscience – Orientation 

The conscience is considered to be an immaterial organ which sometimes in some ethnicities is 

reflected in a physical organ such as the intestines (e.g.  New Testament, Marcus 6:34; Qur’an Sura 

2:180, 248 and Hadith) or other body parts (see also Käser 2004:178-179; Badenberg 2007:30).  The 

Zaza people place their LEIC in the area of the bodily center above the stomach, the area called mide 

or zerri.   

Upper Class 

sheikh; agha; pir; rayver + 

 families 

at present: 

business managers; politicians; artists 
(musicians; poets; authors)- 

Middle Class 

peasants; handcraftsmen 

at present: 

industrial and social service; self dependent peasants;   

Lower Class 

widows, handicapped without family;  

non-Zaza (Kurmanji/converts) 

at present: 

widows, orphans, peasants without extended families 



Up till now conscience in religious science has been divided into either a shame or a guilt 

orientation (Müller 2009).  The former balances two poles of honor and shame, likewise the latter 

operates between guilt and righteousness.  Others add the clean/defilement and the power/fear 

paradigm to it (Muller 2001).  I have addressed the clean/defilement paradigm as purity/impurity 

and the power/fear paradigm as competence/incompetence management (see Table 2). 

Table 3 Poles of Orientation in Conscience/LEIC 

 
A group’s conscience reflects core values and norms which are discussed below.  It is within 

these core values that the Zaza people and the Kurmanji speaking societies are closely related and 

emphasize the areas which overlap.  One can speak of proximity in perceptions of the world between 

the Kurmanji speaking Kurds and the Zaza.  As these things are foundational to society, closeness to 

each other is accentuated.  Nonetheless there are other features that do not correspond between 

both ethnicities which sometimes are highlighted by others (see above).  A common Kurdish core 

value system which would define “Kurdishness” is not yet scientifically agreed on or globally 

recognized.  The same can be said for “Turkishness”. 

4 Summary – A Prediction 

Within Cognitive Anthropology the motivations, thoughts and processes of cognition behind 

behaviors, beliefs and customs are of interest.  Besides different approaches the research of the 

conscience has been addressed in this article.  The conscience as an immaterial organ reflects and 

rules the worldview of a people group.  The question of identity has been approached on the level of 

ethnographic studies from an emic and etic point of view.  Ethnography is a discipline which 

investigates core values, norms and belief on the level of linguistic and cultural outcomes.  Emic input 

is added by statements of representative members of the people group.  The conclusions drawn in 

this thesis reflect the author’s opinion and bear witness to the Zazaki and Kurmanji mother tongue 

advisors (mainly bilingual Zaza people). 

Religion plays an important role in society.  Even a shift in the value of a people group’s religion 

leads to new or other forms of religious activity.  These shifts are accompanied by linguistic and 

cultural ones.  Due to globalization, increasing mobility, economy and modernization the phases of 

cultural shift become shorter and humankind is asked to adapt with a higher level of flexibility.  In the 

Zaza society the shift from a feudal triple-class societal structure to an industrial triple/quadruple-

class hierarchy is underway.  The upper class has changed its religious and political bias from intra-

Conscience 

LEIC 

honour/shame 

clean/defilement 
purity/impurity 

 
power/fear 

competence/incompetence 
 

rightousness/ 
guilt 



societal and outwardly balancing protectors of the small scale core values and norms (hospitality, 

generosity, brotherhood by unity and community) to economic and political influences.  

Simultaneously the strict hierarchical system of şeik (sheikh) and ağa (agha) has dissolved, the 

collectivist tribal organization has moved to smaller collectives on the extended family level, and the 

system of penalty and sanctioning has lost its function.  Thus the conscience of the whole group and 

the individual has adapted to the national system of protection by assimilation.   

In the Zaza people group the old structures of religious and political small scale societal leaders 

through tribal descent has vanished.  Their role and function has been replaced by economically 

oriented and political active leaders.  Nonetheless, the rulers of today are also from the former 

influential small scale societies by descent, due to the fact that they use their former prosperity and 

influence in the new positions they hold.  A growing economy and enduring support from the 

Diaspora for thirty years has led to a wealthier middle class replacing peasantry with 

industrialization.   

Feudalistic structure is dissolving and has been replaced by formations based on economy and 

politics.  The new capitalist framework is controlled by a close system of socialist and Islamic 

attitudes.  Politics and businesses prevent any influence from outside by strict controls.  NGO’s, small 

businesses and private initiatives experience these prohibitions when it comes to non-Islamic or non-

Turkish issues.  On the other hand although unemployment is close to 12% (estimations in 2010) the 

huge service sector offers plenty of low-profile and low-paying jobs that most young people find 

temporary work (e.g.  tourism, catering industry).  Also the options to enter higher education and 

start a business are not very restrictive, so they are taken by a growing number of Zaza people.  This 

development leads to more assimilation, but also to an intellectual class which provides approaches 

to revive Zazaki and the traditions of the Zaza people. 

The ongoing struggle for identity within the Zaza community is now in a new phase, as Turkish 

and Kurdish nationalism is on the eve of awakening more forcefully.  A clear tendency towards a 

political voice and the need to have a say in decisions concerning the homeland area (e.g.  the recent 

Munzur dam project called GAP) could result in a reform of federalism in the Eastern provinces.  The 

big question mark would be how the Kurmanji speaking people groups and the Zaza people work 

together for mother tongue education and the proclamation of their political needs. 
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