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Abstract: 

Religion is one of the main expressions of a people’s worldview. The question of identity as 

well as the inclination towards other ethnicities is mirrored in the practices, beliefs and 

myths of religion. The term “religions” (plural) indicates the variety of different attitudes. 

The heterogeneous Zaza people are split by a religious and a linguistic gap. The depth of 

such a split is closely related to the differentiation of an Alevism-practicing Northern 

Dialect Group, a Sunnism-following Southern Dialect Group and a partly the Shafi’i rite-

following Eastern Group. Remainders Zoroastrianism (Parsiism in East Asia) practices and 

beliefs tend toward the assumption that the religions of West Persia performed a 

heterogeneous common religious ground before the Islamic invasions, which also 

influenced Christianity as a widespread religion. Many theories about the origin of the Zaza 

people are dependent on assumptions. If they settled long ago in their recent homeland area 

the influence of Judaism (since the 8th and increasingly the 3rd century BC in the Diaspora) 

and Christianity (Byzantine, Syriac and Armenian Churches) would be much stronger than 

thought before. Following the Daylam-Thesis that states that they came from the southern 

shores of the Caspian Sea in the 11th century the Persian religions would be more 

influential. On the other hand the recent supposed Judaist and Christian practices are few 

and not distinct which supports the latter thesis.  
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1 Anthropology, Linguistics and 

Religion 

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”. 

It is one hypothesis 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. Ethnography is the 

application of the descriptive branch of Anthropology. Within this discipline the 

collected data are presented to the researcher’s culture for comparative studies. It 

follows the rules of: 

 transparency about their own perspective (introduction to their worldview) 

and the methods taken for the research (research design), 

 an account of their credibility (ethics of ethnography/anthropology). 

Linguistics is the study of language. It includes language as systems of 

communication in a wider sense (communicative function; general linguistics), as 

well as one specific language (e.g. Zazaki; -ki functions in the Zaza language as a 

suffix of language classification, ~ Almanki; specific linguistics). Within applied 

linguistics the layout of a language concerning phonetics, phonology, morphology, 

syntax and text discourse is investigated. Other branches are addressing 

neurolinguistics (storage and memorization processes of language), 

psycholinguistics (socio-neural processes during conversation and language 

acquisition), sociolinguistics (language in relation to society) etc. 

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 part of the reason 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 
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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 

(:4). 

The Zaza people express this in Alevism for the Northern Group and Sunnism in the 

Southern and Eastern/Central Group. 

In this article we will only look at the area of religion in the Zaza ethnicity.  

1 Anthropological Considerations 

Worldview and religion go hand in hand, because religion forms the basic or deep 

core value system of people. 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; 

Badenberg 2007; Werner 2012) proves to be a reflection of the individual's 

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 (centered worldview). Influences in and from the 

western Diaspora have led to a shift to the head to refer to this area. 

The Zaza ethnicity performs an oral-aural culture with a small scale tribal 

societal structure. They pass tradition on by orality, and news and information is 

received by auralization (acoustics). 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 into account and always deal 

with the incalculable. 

In contrast to the Kurmanji speaking ethnos the Zaza people do not reveal any 

nomadic history. Their whole traditions and behavior is based on peasantry. As 

peasants they follow a long history of settlement in their recent homeland. They 

refer to many theories of origin. The most popular one is the Daylam-Thesis which 

suggests that the Zaza people, together with other people groups, migrated from the 
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southern shores of the Caspian Sea to East Anatolia. This migration movement 

would also include the Hewrami / Gorani people. Around the 11
th
 century, ahead of 

or as a reaction to the first Mongol Storms (11
th
 to 13

th
 century AD / 5

th
 to 7

th
 

century AH), such a move is recorded for people groups of today’s area of Iran.  

As peasants the Zaza people developed a strong hierarchy based on a tribal 

system. Protection, self-government, religious administration and trade are all 

provided by the upper feudal class. The three class system is basic to all three Zaza 

groups, but the terminology and to some extent the function of leadership is 

different. In the Southern and Eastern group there is correspondence of function and 

terminology but the Alevi Northern Group differs (see below). 

1.1.1 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. Holy New 

Testament, Marcus 6:34; Holy 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 centre of the body above the stomach, the area called 

mide or zerri.  

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 Diagram 1). 

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. 
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Diagram 1 Poles of Orientation in Conscience/LEIC 

 

1.1.2 Purity / Impurity Manipulation - Taboo and Mana 

In shame oriented and collective cultures, as well as societies which are religiously 

split and aligned to Islam, the so called purity/impurity manipulation plays an 

important role. The sphere of purity signals the area that a society expects the 

individual to remain in. Thus the sphere of impurity is claimed to be sanctioned by 

a social ban. From a religious point of view, since the individual constantly 

struggles to stay clean by addressing rituals of purification (e.g. washings, prayer, 

and lamentation) it would be fair to say that to some degree the individual is always 

in a slight state of impurity. To handle the purity/impurity manipulation the worst 

transgressions are banned with a taboo. The mana is the driving power behind a 

taboo. To relate the concepts of mana and taboo to the purity/impurity 

manipulation we can conclude that the “normal” status of a member of a society is 

to be aware and to keep the sphere of taboo at a distance. One accomplishes this by 

abiding by the regulations given by the concept of mana. 

This is well illustrated by the whole Zaza ethnicity valuing sacred places like 

springs. It is said that a snake is the guardian of such a place. The snake can take on 

Conscience 

LEIC 

honour/shame 

clean/defilement 
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the form of a person and harms people who misuse or misbehave at the spring. 

Supernatural powers are given to the snake-man. Out of this belief it is forbidden to 

observe the intercourse of snakes. If one runs into such intercourse one needs to 

cover the snakes with cloths. In connection with Islamic beliefs the snake functions 

here as a representative of divine power and holds a mana. This is observed in 

many peasant societies (Käser 2004). Mana represents the metaphysical power 

behind the social-cultural limitations of the Zaza people. The taboo is represented in 

the visual involvement with any activity by the snake. The sphere of impurity would 

be entered when observing the intercourse of snakes with an attitude to destroy the 

mana, thus breaking a taboo. If the individual’s conscience is not applied to avert 

the trespass then the sanctions of the community become effective. A person that 

sees the intercourse is considered as being under a mystical curse and called 

impure. People avoid contact with the cursed. The sanctions can go as far as asking 

the member to leave the village (Hayıg 2007). In a shame oriented collectivistic 

society such social isolation and expulsion meant death in the past, whereas 

nowadays the concept of loosing face would prevail. 

Another area of an impurity taboo relates to the concept of çewrese, the forty 

days of uncleanness after childbirth or the death of a close relative. Women also 

face the sanction of impurity during their menstruation. In all these cases the 

women are not allowed to participate in public gatherings, to visit the mosque or 

religious meetings or to come close to men. Often this leads, mainly in the rural 

areas, to a restriction within the domestic sphere. The çewrese is a concept which 

goes through all spiritual areas of life. Even the Mewlid of Haci Osman Efendi 

(1853-1929 AD / 1269-1347 AH) refers to it as forty years of proper life and forty 

days of prayer for forgiveness. 

Women are affected the most in their daily life by the impurity / purity 

manipulation. Men as the protectors of household, extended family and small scale 

society are guarding the framework of the whole concept. For them it is mainly the 

ritual washings before prayer and the purity regulations of Islam they need to hold, 

although they are not less significant. But in addition, women are asked for 

cleansing rituals during menstruation, after childbirth and if in contact with impure 

people (e.g. infidels, non-Islamic, outcasts etc.). Men can interact with them by 

adhering to the ritual cleansing regulations. 
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Due to the cultural shift from a feudal society into an industrial one, the area of 

religion and with it the system of mana and taboo, as well as the purity/impurity 

manipulation, continue to move into smaller scale social sanctions. The sanctioning 

institution becomes the extended family which practices blood feud or honor killing 

in cases of sexual delinquency, murder or serious offences (e.g. homicide, brutal 

rape etc.). But even those sanctions are decreasing due to prohibition by official 

laws and executive powers. A replacement by national forces leads to the delimiting 

of sanctions only for smaller transgressions or the sexual sphere by a non-violent 

punishment such as condemnation. In reality the increasing mobilization and social 

welfare undermines and annuls social penalty carried out by the Zaza community. 

2 Linguistic Considerations 

Why a linguistic paragraph in an article about religions? Thought is expressed by 

language, both are manifestations of worldview. Religion is one of the driving 

forces of worldview, so language issues play an important role in the study of an 

ethnicity’s religion, because herein the worldview is expressed and reflected in 

condensed form. 

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 area of Dersim, Ovaçik, Pülümür, Tunceli, Erzingan and 

Varto), the Southern Group (centering in Çermik / Siverek, Gerger, Çüngüş, Elazığ, 

Adiyaman) and the Eastern / Central Group (centering in Palu / Bingöl, Hani, Muş; 

Kulp, Eğıl). 

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 2
nd

 fem. marker –a 

for verbs and a future particle do) and  
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 vocabulary (e.g. child in Northern Zazaki doman, in Southern Zazaki 

qeçek). 

But most obviously the different religious concepts of Alevism and Sunnism lead to 

the religious - not social - segregation of the dialect groups in their perception of the 

world. 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. Many of these 

details can be found through their use of language in the community (see below). 

Academic tradition since 1870 has argued that Kurmanji and Zazaki belong to 

the branch of Northwestern Iranian Languages. Zazaki joins up with 

Gorani/Hewrami. Looking at the historico-genetical background of Kurmanji 

(Northern Kurdish), which pairs together with two other branches, including Sorani 

(Central Kurdish and Behdeni), and Southern Kurdish dialects (e.g. Kermanshah). 

A group of what I would call Eastern dialects or closely related languages in 

western Iran or northeastern Iraq belongs to “Kurdish” in a wider sense (Kurdish 

language belt; Germ. Sprachbund). It is Middle Persian that is foundational to 

Kurmanji, whereas Parthian and other languages from northwestern Iran (e.g. 

Avesta, Median, etc.) have influenced Zazaki the most. Zazaki has developed 

differently from Kurmanji, though both languages draw nearer in the last centuries. 

The common linguistic root of Kurmanji and Zazaki extends back 3,000 years to 

Old Persian as part of the Western Iranian Language group. Zazaki forms, together 

with Gorani / Hewrami and other Southern Caspian languages (e.g. Talyshi, Tati, 

Semnani etc.), a closer language belt. 

Due to historical factors, geographical proximity and reciprocal trade (in that 

order), Zazaki borrowed from Persian, Turkish, Kurmanji, Armenian and Arabic. In 

the same way it had an influence on those neighboring languages. Music, religious 

habits and economic factors, such as trade, handicrafts, irrigation, and the 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 had 

an influence on the cultural setting of the Zaza people. The religions of the Zaza 

communities reflect the processes of religious vocabulary by the neighboring 

ethnicities. The Christian system of church leadership by elders (pir), deacons 

(rehber), and a common priesthood by all is well reflected in the cem / cemaat 
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constitutions. This does not say that the Christian system was influential for this 

structure, but that it somehow relates well to the Alevism priesthood system. In the 

Southern and Eastern Sunnism system the Judaist priesthood is mirrored by a ruling 

religious teacher like the rabbis (mıllah) and a priest cast (şeik). The influence of 

Judaism and Christianity on Islam is well reflected hereby. 

3 Religions of the Zaza People 

Group 

The Zaza ethnicity 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 (8
th
 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 9
th
 century AD). Besides the Qur’an, this school also 

makes use of the Sunnah of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, ijmā' (Arabic: 

consensus), and qiyas (Arabic: analogy).  

As a marginal note, the linguistically related Hewrami/Gorani people group is 

also divided into a Sunni group and the Ahle Haqq/Ahl e Haqq. The Ahl-e Haqq or 

Yârsân (Kurdish: یارسان  Yâresân, Persian: اهل حق  Ahl-e Haqq “People of Truth”) are 

also religiously related to the Safavid dynasty of Iran (Qızılbash) and the esoteric 

Ṣūfī sect practicing Hurufism. The divide of the religion of the Zaza and the 

Hewrami people are parallel to each other since the Ahl e Haqq and the Alevis are 

considered to be Islamic sects from the mystical rite of Shi’ite background. Such a 

split is not uncommon in the East Anatolian setting (e.g. Qalkhani, Bajalani and 

Sanjabi). It shows the heterogeneous built up of the societies, which went through a 

lot of conversions and diverse religious influences in the past. The foundational 

Zoroastrianism (called Parsiism in the East Asia area) which developed into 

Alevism is a mix of Animism, Dualism, Shamanism and local Cults. Beside 

Gnosticism, Manichaeism, and other philosophies of rationale it influenced all 
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monotheistic religions in that area be they Judaism, Christianity or Islam. However 

the Gorani people, who formed an influential kingdom in the area of East Northern 

Iraq and West Iran, split under the influence of their environment into two religious 

groups. A similar process happened to the Zaza people. 

Diagram 2 Religions - Turkish - Zazaki - Kurmanji Speakers 

 
The Christian influence on the Zaza and Kurmanji speaking people groups as a 

whole has been enormous, lasting more than 19 centuries. 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). 

History reveals epochs of both peace and dreadful rivalries in their history. Since 

the 15
th
 century conversions back and forth, persuasion activities from both 

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

Ottoman Empire 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. 
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Nonetheless the linguistic and cultural influence of those groups is obvious and has 

found its ways into the worldview of the Zaza people (see above). 

 

Before we take a look at the different religious groups we will investigate the 

background to the religious variety of the Zaza ethnicity. 

3.1 Islamization Movements and Societal Tensions 

When and how Islam became part of the Zaza identity is only recently 

reconstructable by the evaluation of two Islamic movements, due to lack of written 

and also oral-aural tradition in the past. Islam entered the geographical homeland 

area of the Zaza people by crescent campaigns led by Arabic Bedouins in the 7
th

 

century. How far those first jihad campaigns / movements influenced the Zaza is 

not well known, as it is not certain whether the Zaza people had settled in their 

recent homeland during the spread of Islam. However, the jihad campaign run by 

the Seljuk Turks of the 12
th

 century AD / 7
th
 century AH that swept over the area of 

modern day Albania, Bulgaria, Turkey and the Middle East has been much better 

documented. Nonetheless we do not know much of the effects on the people groups 

of Eastern Anatolia, beside the conflicts with the settled Christian ethnicities 

(Armenian, Syrian or Orthodox Churches). Such lack of information could either 

mean that Islamic troops displaced or annihilated the original population which 

practiced religions considered from an Islamic point of view to be paganism. If 

those non-Jewish, non-Christian and non-Islamic people groups would not convert, 

the usual habit was to annihilate them (Qur’an Sura 2:192).  

The Mongol Storms swept Islam into the Eastern parts of Europe. Not all of the 

Mongol leaders were forcing people to convert to Islam and sometimes were even 

following Shamanism, Buddhism or other Eastern religions. Ousted by the intrusion 

of the Mongols, the Islamic people groups spread out. With them came either 

oppression by submission or displacement of the non-Islamic people (as the Arabic 

Bedouins did). If the Zaza ethnicity came from the Caspian Sea (Daylam-Thesis) 

already as an Islamic group, it is presumable that they followed this paradigm too. 

However during the centuries they developed a labor-sharing neighborhood with 
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their surrounding neighbors, including the Kurmanji speaking, the Armenian, the 

Jewish and small Arabian societies. 

During the times of the Ottoman Empire the autonomy of the East Anatolian 

ethnicities reached a climax. The central government in Istanbul requested tax 

contribution through travelling tax collectors and loyalty against the Russian or 

Slavic thread from the North-East. The Kurmanji people developed small 

princedoms representing the Mir-principle which were mainly oriented towards or 

functioned as a buffer to the remaining small Persian kingdoms. The Zaza society 

instead followed a sheikhdom or mullaharchy structure. During these times links 

and connections to the Arabic madrassa of Bagdad, Egypt (Cairo) and Damascus 

were frequent. In the 19
th

 century AD / 14
th
 century AH religious instruction by 

these centers of theological education was normal and welcomed (Lection 

1997:150-151). These centers proactively invited people and after education send 

them out to form so called Khalwatiyya branches all over the area of East Anatolia. 

Sheikh Kâlid (Khâlid), a Kurd, developed a strong dependence on what he called a 

centralistic Khâlidi-Naqshabandiya organization.  

In consequence, because of different locations of education, the Zaza people 

did not develop a common Islamic theology. It seems that even the Khalwatiyya 

movement was not successful. Theological teaching was the concern of a very few 

trained individuals. Such a heterogeneous theological formation is best observable 

in the many Islamic orders and their lack of support. These orders were namely the 

Nurcu, the Suleymanlı, the Bektaşı, the Mawlaw'īyya / Mevlevi Order of Jalal ad-

Din Muhammad Balkhi-Rumi (13th century AD/ 7th century AH) and the 

Naqşebendi / Naqshebendi. Not until the 19
th
 century / 14

th
 century AH when e.g. 

the Naqshebendi order became influential and with it Islamic theology more 

focused. The influence of the Naqşebendi order increased with the tanzimat-reforms 

introduced by Sultan Mahmud II (1785-1839 AD / 1199-1254 A.H.) and performed 

by Sultan Abdulhamid II. (1842-1919 AD / 1257-1337 A.H.). The ideologies of 

Pan-Turcanism and Pan-Islamism offered the platform for the Sunnism following 

Islamic order to mix politics with religion. Some allege the Naqshebendi have a 

close international relation to Freemasonry, which would make sense considering 

its famous Turkish public members. Also relations to the Muslim Brotherhood are 

obvious. Sheikh Said used his influence as a Naqşebendi leader in 1925 AD / 1343 

AH to raise a religious rebellion with the aim of bringing back the former or 
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starting a new Caliphate. But as Bruinessen states, in Eastern Anatolia the 

institution of the Sheikh or Sheikhdom overtops the influence of the order 

(1992:273-274; e.g. Sheikh Said addressed the order once as a “band of bandits”). 

Having said this, a religious leader who goes political has to address the Islamic 

orders to gain influence. 

Another, though less effective, (Re-) Islamic movement in the 18
th
 century AD 

/ 12
th
 century AH reached primarily Bulgaria and the Eastern parts of Turkey. It 

was carried out by followers of Wahhabism (developed by an 18
th

 century Muslim 

theologian Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab; 1703–1792) and initiated by royal 

Saudi Arabian families. Their strict doctrine of tawid claimed the uniqueness and 

unity of God. Often Salafism and Wahhabism are taken as the same, and this is a 

controversial debate. This second movement led to ongoing tensions between the 

Christian and Alevi groups in the Zaza homeland area. It also gave 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 school of Hanafi. As a 

consequence the Southern and Eastern Zaza people as well as the majority of the 

Kurmanji speaking people groups (although Shafi’i) were part of the Islamic 

brotherhood. A religious gap exists between the Sunni Hanafi Turkish and 

Southern/Eastern Zaza and the Shafi’i Kurmanji/partially Eastern Zaza 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 

considered to stand outside the Islamic religion. 

3.2 Alevism – Northern Group 

Alevism has recently undergone a revival. The tendency is either to rediscover the 

origins or to transfer to a mystical and nature oriented ideology. The origin of 

Alevism is inherently controversial. Influences by Zoroastrianism (Parsiism), 

Gnosticism, and Eastern Christianity have led to the assumption of a pre-Islamic 

religion that transferred to Shi’i theology. The concept of Allah is represented in the 

energies of his mediators the prophets Muhammad and Ali (his cousin). 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 
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light/Ali). Thus, a Trinitarian similarity to Christian doctrines can be noticed. 

Alevism spread to Turkish, Kurmanji, Azeri and Zazaki speaking members of the 

Ottoman Empire. Some argue that Zaza Alevism was foundational and led to 

Turkish and Kurmanji branches. Some even declare the latter branches were 

originally Zaza which assimilated into Turkish or Kurmanji speaking societies. 

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 not been 

considered to be part of Islam or have been characterized as a very unpopular group 

within Islam named Qızılbaş / Kızılbaş. Originally this term describes a wide 

variety of Shi‘i Islamic militant groups that flourished in Anatolia and Kurdistan 

from the late 13th century onwards, some of whom contributed to the foundation of 

the Safavid dynasty of Iran. The latter term was often used as an exonym of 

denigration by the Turks to address minority groups. Tensions between the 

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

 

century AD / 10
th

 century AH. With the foundation of the Republic of Turkey the 

Alevis – sometimes under force – started to adopt the majority religion while 

keeping a low profile for their unique religious practices. Contrary to expectations, 

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

Nonetheless restrictions to 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 Sunnism – Hanafi Sothern and Eastern Group 

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

are well known for their prejudice. In the 19
th
 century AD / 13

th
 century AH visitors 

to the Zaza homeland reported their strong Islamic beliefs and practices although 

they were not educated in Islam. They followed their own theological interpretation 

like the brotherhood of Egypt or Yemen (Karl Pfander in Schirrmacher 1992:37; 

see above). Besides the reasons that were given above, it can be argued that the 
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societal structure of the Sunni Zaza people as well as the close relationship and 

former travel to the madrassa of Egypt (Cairo) and Bagdad are relevant. The 

returning theologians developed their own education system and sometimes were 

sent to form branches of the distant theological education schools. Often the 

theological teachers were considered as mıllah (Arab. Mullah). They rallied a group 

of devotees around themselves and slowly a mullaharchy started to develop. 

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 for representing 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 achieved 

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 third group within the upper class consists of the mıllah. 

The mılla(h) / mullah as religious teacher provides some overlap in religious 

responsibility with the sheikh with regard to the religious education. The mıllah 

institution often works out of a madrassa or tries to form a branch of a theological 

education centre. However 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 (Seyit Rıza; Tertelê Dersimi) rebellions. The first and the last were initiated 

by the Northern Group, the other being carried out by the Southern Group.  
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3.4 Differences in Worldview 

The different perceptions of the world through Alevi or Sunni eyes are reflected in 

their diverse worldviews. The Alevi worldview emphasizes humanism and virtues 

as opposed to the worldview of the Hanafi which align their worldview to Islamic 

theology by highlighting and defending pure subjugation, thereby giving meaning 

to the term “Islam.” Both groups nowadays do not strictly adhere to the five pillars 

of Islamic teaching but do relate to them by virtue.  

So, for instance in Alevism, an outcome of the awareness of man being a part 

of nature is reflected in the sacredness of specific physical objects in nature (e.g. 

tree, spring, rock formation). The human perspective on nature demands as much 

caution with its resources as possible. Death is understood as a transition from the 

“here” to the “there”. Both worlds correspond with each other and sometimes it is 

argued that death with reincarnation or metempsychosis is part of both worlds.  

In the Sunni Group the afterlife is perceived as a crossing from the physical 

into the metaphysical or transcendental sphere. Rites and traditions of mourning, 

burial and blessing the dead are closely related to general Islamic practices. The 

dimensions of the graves dug for men are close to 1.80 m. In the past the body was 

prepared with ointment and then wrapped with white cloth. The cloth hindered any 

movement by the dead, since it was presumed that the soul leaves the body after the 

mourning party leaves the grave. The dead may try to join the departing group but 

would hit their head on the wooden cover of the grave. Another tradition states that 

the soul departs directly after a person closes their eyes and stops breathing. The 

mourning lasts for forty days and close relatives are expected to support the 

afflicted family financially, practically and with their presence. A young widow is 

expected to stay alone for at least six months until it becomes clear that she is not 

pregnant. After nine months she is free to marry again although ideally she would 

move in with one of her children as a respected elder and grandmother. 
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3.5 Practices influenced by non-Islamic religions 

In both groups Animistic, Jewish, Christian and Folk Islamic remnants continue to 

exist. For instance, after childbirth an iron hook called da’hri is laid under the 

mother’s pillow for forty days (çewrese), for her and the child’s protection. This 

practice has found its way all over the Maghreb and the Middle East among Folk 

Islamic beliefs. A similar practice with a talisman or amulet under a pillow is also 

observed in animistic societies. Another Christian or Judaist ritual practiced in the 

Northern Group is represented by the immersion of a baby in a water tub three 

times during the naming ritual. The phrase “I name you ...” accompanies the 

symbolic procedure (Jacobson 2009 Anthropological Insights personal 

communication; Jacobson cit. in Bailey 2004:110; this is validated but also 

questioned in Asatrian and Gevorgian 1988). Marking the head with the sign of a 

cross against evil is also a practice in the Southern Group (RH 2009 personal 

communication). 

3.6 Prediction on Socialization of the Religious 

Movement 

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

migration movements 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. 

How is Islam regarded today? Dominating Sunni Islam sets the norms for 

religious daily life. It is expected (though not practiced), and thereby idealized, that 

citizens adhere to the five pillars of Islam, gender segregation and distribution of 

duties. The predominance of Islam is used by the leading companies to control 

public life and any non-Islamic activities. Non-Muslims as well as minority 

language speakers experience discrimination, with the non-Muslims especially 
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holding a second class position. The Zaza people have more or less adapted to this 

attitude. Inhabitants of rural areas have been much more resistant than urban 

dwellers. Nonetheless, the Zaza identity has shifted from a collectivistic-feudalistic 

and authoritarian tribal triple-class structure to a double/triple split-class 

individualistic organization. The core values have moved from a religious focus to a 

capitalistic one. Collectivism based on tribal solidarity turns to smaller units of 

extended families that follow social collective standards. The roles of sheikh and 

agha are replaced by well-heeled business managers and their boards. 

4 Social-religious Considerations 

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 thereby 

support themselves with daily needs. They contribute to the community through the 

landlord agha. The family based agricultural system does not allow selling many 

products. The lower class consists of widows, the 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 of guaranteeing 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. 

4.1 Sanctioning Societal Institutions 

In the Alevi Zaza community of the Northern Group the cem or cemat as a social 

gathering, with a religious and political orientation, has functioned in the past as a 

sanctioning instrument. A pir or rehber, a religious leader and travelling bard, 

would come several times a year. He would visit all extended families and smaller 

divisions of his clan. He was responsible for: 

 judging interpersonal conflicts, representing the clan to the outside (e.g. 

Ottoman officials),  

 practicing initiation rites like godparenthood, circumcision, etc.  
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 educating and training the members through oral traditions in their history, 

religion and best practices in those areas,  

 keeping intertribal communication flowing. 

The role of a pir or rayver (Kurmanci: rehber) was passed on from generation to 

generation by descent. The gatherings expressed the unity of all community 

members, with a focus on Alevism and its impact on society and the decisions that 

needed to be made. Children, women and men sat together. Gender equality was 

practiced although daily life displayed a clear gender distinction in work and daily 

duties. In the Southern and Eastern Group the şeik (Sheikh) became the important 

figure to fulfill the above mentioned obligations during the cem. Those societies 

also practiced the cem, but the emphasis was on Sunni Islam following the rite of 

Hanafi. 

4.2 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 the dire 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 s a danger of language 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 for Zazaki to be 

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.  

A prediction is only vaguely possible. Even if there was a revival of the 

historical linguistic and cultural identification factors of the Zaza people it would 

not succeed and there is no need to revitalize the small scale based feudalistic 
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structures. Collectivism based on smaller units, such as the extended families, is 

flexible enough to effectively adapt to changes in economy and politics. 

Intellectuals and further education on new forms of modern adaptations of the Zaza 

religions could replace the current lack of leadership. This development parallels 

the move from the Ottoman Empire to the Republic or the move from Western 

European feudalism and aristocratic structures into democratic ones. Growing 

education will bring a new class of authorities. This class will include politicians, 

academics and business managers (see Table 2). 

Diagram 3 Class Changes - Shift from History into Present 

 
 

Upper Class 

sheikh; agha; pir; rayver and 
their extended 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 
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4.3 Change of the Class System 

The other momentum is caused by the economy (Table 2). 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, and business and banking managers as 

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

monocultural farming on large swathes of land (e.g. apricots, olives, and wheat). It 

is not clear yet to what level the independent but self-sufficient peasants belong, 

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. 

4.4 Transition Phases of Life 

Birth, initiation (e.g. by circumcision), marriage and death are the four main areas 

of life in which a person experiences social and metaphysic involvement. As in 

many societies these transition phases are linked to religious concepts, because they 

are unique to an individual’s life experience. Every event marks the start of another 

stage of life (e.g. initiation into adulthood) or the transition into different spheres 

(e.g. birth, death). The Zaza people in general give their children a lot of freedom to 

acculturate. The process is without a direct education system based on penalty and / 

or a person taking the duty of children care (housemaster). Instead the collective 

educates children how they are to observe and follow the ethics exemplified in daily 

live in the city or village. The concept behind this is a collective responsibility of 
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handing down the cultural heritage from one generation to the other. Thus not the 

individual but the society as a whole in the form of the cem or cemat and the 

authoritarian institutions like the sheikh or agha take over the responsibility of 

education for the children. In return the individual is responsible for the 

organization of such training (i.e. finances, personnel, etc). 

5 Summary 

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-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 have 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 institutions based 

on economy and politics. The new capitalist framework is controlled by a close 
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system of socialist and Islamic attitudes. Politics and businesses prevent any 

influence from outside by strict controls. NGOs, 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 so 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 a potential means of reviving Zazaki and the traditions of the Zaza people. 
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