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Abstract 
Disgusted with ISIS, some Kurds turned away from Islam following the fall of Mosul in 
2014. Many became atheists, while others sought comfort in Zoroastrianism. Zoroastrian-
ism, according to converts, was the “original” religion of the Kurds before they embraced 
Islam. In 2015, two Zoroastrian centers opened in Sulaimani, both of which are recognized 
by the Kurdish Regional Government in northern Iraq. Notably, neither has tried to recre-
ate Zoroastrianism the way it is currently and has been historically practiced in Iran and 
South Asia. Instead, they have created their own versions of Zoroastrianism, which is na-
tionalist, postmodern, and liberal. Kurdish Zoroastrians argue that the reason Kurds are 
“backward” is Islam. They seek to rectify the present situation through a Kurdish “authen-
ticated” and “original” form of Zoroastrianism. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork at 
these two centers, the present article examines this new religious movement in Sulaimani, 
an important city in the Kurdish region of northern Iraq. It analyses the rise and distinc-
tiveness of Kurdish Zoroastrianism looking at how Zoroastrian Kurds articulate their views 
on Islam, women’s rights, human rights, and Kurdish independence. 
 
Keywords 
Neo-Zoroastrianism, Iraqi Kurds, Zoroastrian Converts, Yezidism, ISIS 

INTRODUCTION 

Disgusted with ISIS, some Kurds turned away from Islam following the fall 
of Mosul in 2014. Many became atheists, while others sought comfort in 
Zoroastrianism (Fattah 2015; Latif 2015; Khalil 2016; Salloum 2016; Neurink 
2017). Zoroastrianism, according to converts, was the “original” religion of 
the Kurds before they embraced Islam. The claim to Zoroastrian origins 
has arisen parallel to Kurdish nationalist movements. The rise of neo-
Zoroastrianism is especially worth examining in light of recent develop-
ments, which include the opening of two Zoroastrian centers in Sulaimani 
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in 2015, both of which are recognized by the Kurdish Regional Govern-
ment in northern Iraq. Notably, neither is trying to recreate Zoroastrian-
ism the way it is currently and has been historically practiced in Iran and 
South Asia. Instead, they are creating their own versions of Kurdish Zo-
roastrianism.  

This Kurdish Zoroastrianism is nationalist, postmodern, and liberal. 
The new converts’ views are particularly forceful and impassioned when it 
comes to questions of Kurdish nationalism and women’s rights. They ar-
gue that the reason Kurds are “backward” is Islam. They blame Islam for 
their cultural attitudes toward women and the lack of independence. 
They seek to rectify this situation through an “authenticated” and “origi-
nal” form of Kurdish Zoroastrianism. This Zoroastrianism constitutes an 
“invented tradition” in the sense anthropologists Eric Hobsbawm and Ter-
ence Ranger (1992) have elsewhere described the phenomenon. This 
particular invented tradition emphasizes two issues: ethnic identity, 
which is linked to an imagined past, and a generic feminism juxtaposed 
with conservative Islamic gender norms. As such, it constitutes an imag-
ined ideal, a claim to progress and innate liberalism.  

HISTORY OF CONVERSION 
Elsewhere in the Muslim world, conversion to Zoroastrianism might be 
seen as apostasy. While some devout Muslim Kurds might find the rise of 
Zoroastrianism problematic, the movement has received support, particu-
larly from among upper and middle class secular Kurds and Kurdish 
returnees from Europe. The reason converts are generally tolerated is 
because Zoroastrianism is closely linked to nationalist Kurdish identity. 
Zoroastrianism, as well as Yezidism, is a part of contemporary Kurdish so-
cial imaginaries and nationalist discourses.  

Iraqi Kurds today argue they are the descendants of the Medes, an an-
cient Iranian people who ruled the Median Empire from 678 to 549 B.C. 
(Asatrian 2009: 21-23).1 Karim Sureni, a Kurdish politician and publicist, 
claims that Zoroaster was born in Urmiah, north-western Iran (“eastern 
Kurdistan”, according to him), and he spoke Hawrami, a “dialect of Kurd-
ish” (Sureni 2011: 49-50). The booklet distributed by “Yasna”, one of the 
                                                

1 Historical, linguistic or any other links between the Medes and the Kurds, as is stated 
by Garnik Asatrian (ibid.), are excluded.  
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two Zoroastrian centers in Sulaimani, claims that Zoroastrianism “has a 
history dating at least from 3700 to perhaps more than 8500 years (sic!)” 
(Zarathushtra’s Songs 2015: 10). The claim that Zoroaster may have lived as 
early as 6500 B.C. implies that he lived in the Neolithic era and, as such, 
predates the rise of urban-based civilization anywhere. Accordingly, it im-
plies that Kurds predate any other ethnic group in the Middle East.  

In the modern period, the earliest claim that Kurds were originally 
Zoroastrian was put forth by the Badr Khan brothers in the 1930s (Allison 
2009: 285-290). The Badr Khan brothers claimed that the Kurds originally 
were followers of Yezidism, which they considered as a Kurdish version of 
Zoroastrianism. In the 1970s and 1980s, the idea that Kurds were Zoro-
astrians became a central tenet of the Kurdish nationalist movement in 
Turkey, further gaining momentum also in Iraqi Kurdistan.  

Though the two main political parties of Iraqi Kurdistan, the Kurdish 
Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), did 
not disavow Islam, Abdullah Öcalan who founded the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) in Turkey, openly taught that Zoroastrianism is morally and 
intellectually superior to Islam. Öcalan popularized Zoroastrianism as a 
liberating force, which could free Kurds from their oppression by Islamic, 
feudal enemies both within and without. For Öcalan, Zoroastrianism is a 
crucial part of the Kurdish past, while the founders of the two Zoroastrian 
centers in Sulaimani, it is part of a bright future.  

At first, it was PKK sympathizers in Iraqi Kurdistan who identified 
with and converted to Zoroastrianism. After the summer of 2014, it was 
not only PKK sympathizers who joined the new old religion. Upset with 
the Islamic State’s brutality, thousands of Kurds became disillusioned 
with Islam and looked to Zoroastrianism for meaning and support.2 Zoro-
astrianism had been spreading since the 1990s in Europe among the 
Kurdish diaspora, and it was Kurdish returnees from Europe who began 
building Zoroastrian institutions in Iraqi Kurdistan in 2015.  

Prior to 2015, Kurdish converts to Zoroastrianism mainly practiced 
their faith in private. In his 2014 ethnographic study on converts in 

                                                
2 According to a report published by the United States Commission on International 

Religious Freedom, there are between 10,000 and 100,000 Kurdish converts to Zoroastrian-
ism in Iraqi Kurdistan (Smith/Shadarevian 2017: 19). 
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Duhok, Matthew Barber cites worried converts who did not reveal their 
conversion to their family or society at large. In Sulaimani, a porous group 
of converts has been able to be open about their new identity thanks to 
the efforts of two Zoroastrian centers, which were established in Sulai-
mani in 2015. The first center, which is located near the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan party headquarters, was opened on the first of August 2015. The 
second center, located in a wealthy residential area near the bazaar, 
opened a few months later. The second center was the result of a split in 
the ranks of the first center. Pir Shalyar Luqman Farhad Pahlawan, a mid-
thirties Kurdish man who returned from the UK after living there for more 
than a decade, heads the first center. In the fall of 2015, Pir Luqman had a 
falling out with one of his female associates, Awat Husamadin, who 
proceeded to found her own center, called “Yasna: For the Development 
of Zoroastrian Philosophy”. The two founders differ in their foreign 
orientation and in their leadership. What both share is a Zoroastrianism 
devoid of historical baggage, cumbersome laws, and detailed scriptures. 
They work together to reach out, influence legislation, and dispute Salafi 
accusations against them.  

THE REVOLT AGAINST AN ARAB ISLAM 

There are those who convert to Zoroastrianism and then there are sympa-
thizers who remain Muslim, with varying degrees of devoutness, who 
nevertheless enjoy attending events and discussions at the two Zoroas-
trian centers in Sulaimani. The second group is noteworthy because their 
presence enabled the process of institutionalization. We will first discuss 
why some Kurds convert to Zoroastrianism, how they frame their identi-
ties and worldviews, and then return to the case of sympathizers.  

Antipathy to Islam and to Arabs is fundamental to the narrative con-
verts convey when asked about the reasons for their conversion to Zoroas-
trianism. They generally provide a nationalist story (cf. Barber 2015: 33-35). 
Converts were always originally, at least nominally, Muslim. So far, I have 
neither met nor heard of Kakai (also known as Ahl al-Haqq or Yaresan) 
Kurdish, or Yezidi converts to Zoroastrianism. Aside from Zoroastrianism, 
nationalist Kurds have also, at least in one instance, converted to Yezid-
ism as a symbolic gesture, regardless of the fact that Yezidis do not accept 
converts. Nevertheless, a group of well-connected elite and intellectual 
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Kurds converted to Yezidism as a sign of protest in summer 2014, protest-
ing the kidnapping of Yezidi girls by ISIS and the destruction of Sinjar 
where hundreds of thousands of Yezidis lived. 

Kurdish converts generally begin by explaining that they have been 
oppressed by Arabs, that Islam was forced upon their ancestors, and that 
they, Kurds, have been killed and persecuted in the name of Islam. In this 
context, converting to Zoroastrianism is an act of rebellion against 
oppression generally, as well as against Islam and Arabs specifically. By 
“reclaiming their forefathers’ religion”, Zoroastrianism, they are distin-
guishing themselves from Kurds who are “allowing themselves to be en-
slaved” in mind and spirit by Islam.  

Kurdish converts define Islam as inherently violent and oppressive of 
women. They decry polygamy and practices of veiling. During a podcast, 
Pir Luqman said that Islam is at fault for the abuse and enslavement of Ye-
zidi women, whom ISIS kidnapped to be their sex slaves. Zoroastrianism, 
he asserts, opposes slavery and respects women (Khalil 2016). He blames 
Islam for introducing honor killings to Kurdish society, asserting that 
Kurds “don’t know violence”. Pir Luqman’s argument that the Prophet 
Muhammad conquered Arabia in the same way ISIS conquered parts of 
Syria and Iraq echoes contemporary popular Euro-American Islamopho-
bia.  

The converts’ portrayal of Islam is almost Orientalist. According to Ed-
ward Said (1998), Orientalism demarcates Islam as being an intrinsic as-
pect of the Orient, which has no history, no golden age, and no intellec-
tual content. By disavowing Islam, converts seek to prove that they are 
not part of this “inferior part of the world”. They are the ultimate “good 
Muslims”, they are so good, they are not even Muslims. As Mahmood 
Mamdani (2002: 766-775) explains, after September 11 the American me-
dia engaged in “culture talk”, which politicized culture and religious 
experience. Specifically, it designated all conservative Wahhabi Muslims 
as bad Muslims. In the case of the Kurds, this became the war between 
Kurds, the “good Muslims”, and ISIS, the “bad Muslims”. By having re-
nounced Islam and exonerating Kurdish culture, Kurdish converts to 
Zoroastrianism seek to align themselves with the West by explaining that 
Zoroastrianism and Kurdish identity are in line with “enlightened” West-
ern values, such as pacifism, gender equality, democracy, and rationalism.  
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To showcase the brutality and backwardness of Islam, some of the 
converts repeat hyperbolical historical examples. For instance, Pir Luq-
man asserted during an online interview that: “during Salahadin’s era, 
there lived an Arab [Muslim] family in each Kurdish village, which took 
any twelve year old and, therefore, pubescent girl they liked” (Khalil 2016). 
This attitude conveys a feeling of victimization. Kurds are all cast as help-
less victims, who have been killed and suppressed. The perpetrators are 
always Muslim Arabs. The emphasis on victimization, thus, externalizes 
and projects the reasons for difficulties on outsiders and does not allow 
for alternative theories, including the culpability of Kurds and Kurdish 
elites.  

The particular direction and flavor Iraqi Kurdish nationalist move-
ments have taken harken back to the 1980s and 90s. The 1980s were not 
only the time of the decade long Iran-Iraq war, but also the infamous An-
fal Campaign. Throughout the war, Saddam Hussein cursed the Iranians 
as majūs, which literally means “Magi”, but is it also a derogatory term for 
Persian Zoroastrians, implicitly depicting themselves and Arabs as the 
only true Muslims (Rafaat 2012: 11-12; Barber 2015: 10-12). This move was in-
tended to delegitimize Ayatollah Khomeini and the Muslim credential of 
his Islamic Republic by claiming that, in fact, Iranians were not Muslims 
at all. Furthermore, as the war progressed, the Ba‘th regime increasingly 
employed Islamic symbolism. The Anfal Campaign, which was a cam-
paign of genocide against the Kurds, was named after Surat al-Anfal, a 
chapter in the Qur’an, which means “the spoils of war” (Rafaat 2012: 11). 
Saddam’s use of Islam and implicit denial that his enemies had a claim to 
it fostered and strengthened Kurdish alienation from Islam and the Kurds’ 
identification with Zoroastrianism. 

The alienation from Islam and Arab hegemony together with the 
identification of Zoroastrianism with Kurdish history, culture, and espe-
cially nationalism have led to a fairly widespread sympathy or at least 
tolerance for Zoroastrianism. The popular use of Zoroastrian symbols and 
names in Kurdish society attests to this. Even many Kurds who otherwise 
identify as Muslims greatly respect for and sympathize with Zoroastrian-
ism as the religion of their ancestors. In other words, even Muslim Kurds 
have come to accept the nationalist narrative of Zoroastrian origins. 
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The following two anecdotes help convey how Muslim Kurds in and 
around Sulaimani relate to Zoroastrianism. Both anecdotes involve events 
that were organized by “Yasna” and both occurred during 2016, the first 
during the spring and the second during the early summer.  

Awat Husamadin, the head of “Yasna”, invited me to attend what she 
called a Zoroastrian ritual at Qasqapan, an ancient Zoroastrian site about 
70 km north of Sulaimani, in April 2016. The site consists of a burial cham-
ber and ritual space carved into the mountain. It is roughly 20 meters 
above the ground. In recent years the Kurdish Regional Government had 
a metal staircase built in front of the site so that domestic and interna-
tional tourists might visit the heritage site. 

Awat said the Minister of Religious Endowments would attend and 
that there would be food afterwards. Several of us met her at “Yasna” Cen-
ter mid-morning and after waiting for others to arrive we eventually drove 
to Qasqapan. There a group of young men dressed in white and with in-
struments in their hands climbed over the rail and onto the outer ledge of 
the burial chamber. Sitting in a semi-circle, they began to sing accompa-
nied by string instruments and light drums. There may have been around 
fifty people, including several dignitaries dressed in traditional Kurdish 
clothes, but also suits. A television station interviewed Awat and the Min-
ster who shook hands and agreed on the importance of officially acknowl-
edging Zoroastrianism. After about an hour of photographing, everyone 
packed up and while the dignitaries left, the rest drove across the valley to 
a nearby picnic site. I chatted with several people and eventually made 
my way over to the group of singers. I asked them about their conversion, 
when they told me that they were all actors from an actors’ guild in Arbat, 
a town just east of Sulaimani. They identified as non-religious Muslims 
who liked Zoroastrianism and had enjoyed the events of the day. How-
ever, they neither intended to join “Yasna”, nor to convert to Zoroastrian-
ism.  

A few months later, during the Islamic month of Ramadan, I was once 
again invited, this time to a Zoroastrian wedding. In the early afternoon, 
we all met at Qurieshkaw, a café close to “Yasna”. We assembled on the se-
cond floor, which had cushions on the floor and comfortable rugs that 
gave the place a rustic feel. There were approximately thirty people, and 
everyone but the bride and myself was dressed in Kurdish clothes. The 
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bride wore a white wedding gown, and the groom wore traditional Kurd-
ish clothes. A man in white acted as a priest, holding a large book, the 
cover of which read Avesta. Yet, the cover was simply a normal sheet of 
paper and someone had written Avesta on it. The book itself was a tech-
nical manual. As we gathered in a semi-circle around the couple, docu-
mentary film director Kae Bahar addressed us all and asked if we all con-
sented to being filmed.3 No one objected. The camera rolled. The priest 
proceeded to recite a short prayer. Everyone first sat and then stood si-
lently. As the camera crew continued to take pictures and while Awat Hu-
samadin was being interviewed, I took the opportunity to congratulate 
the bride and groom. The bride smiled at me and said: “You know we’re 
actors, right?”. This was simply a staged wedding for a documentary that 
would capture a lively Zoroastrian wedding for the rest of the world to 
see.  

After a while, the entire crowd drove to a park in Sarchnar, a part of 
Sulaimani previously known for its scenic picnic spots. There we were 
promised food. Once we arrived, the couple was filmed walking towards a 
picturesque pond. Then we danced Kurdish style all afternoon as the cam-
era filmed us. As soon as the sun went down, and the Muslim call to 
prayer reminded everyone that another day of fasting had ended just after 
7 pm, we were all served kofte.  

Why was it important for “Yasna” to arrange for these rituals, which 
were performed by actors? “Yasna”, in contrast to Pir Luqman’s organiza-
tion, does not actually value ritual. Awat has stated a number of times 
that for her Zoroastrianism is primarily a philosophy and that she rejects 
“superstition”, which for her includes ritual and theological thought. 
Nevertheless, she supports and arranges ritual shows in order to demon-
strate to others, both Kurds and foreigners, lay citizens and government 
officials, that Zoroastrianism is a religion with recognizable traits, which 
is able to attract adherents, or at least sympathizers, in Kurdistan. In other 

                                                
3 Kae Bahar is also the author of a novel entitled Letters from a Kurd, which was pub-

lished by the London based publishing house Yolk in 2015. The fact that Bahar writes in 
English and produces documentaries in English means that he is particularly interested in 
raising awareness about Kurds and Kurdish culture among English speakers across the 
world.  
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words, the show, even though it was orchestrated, created a social and 
religious space for Zoroastrianism to flourish. 

One adherent who was present at each ritual was Muhammad. Mu-
hammad is a Kurd in his fifties who self-identifies as a Muslim but sym-
pathizes with Zoroastrianism and appreciates its cultural value. He is 
often at “Yasna” where he spends time with other men around his age, dis-
cussing Kurdish history and heritage. Muhammad too believes that Kurds 
were originally Zoroastrians and for that reason appreciates it as a part of 
Kurdish culture. While Muhammad does not display the same enmity to-
wards Islam that many converts exhibit, he, nevertheless, agrees with 
them on their nationalist monopolistic narrative.  

BUILDING A KURDISH ZOROASTRIANISM 

Despite the emphasis on the continuity of Zoroastrian rituals in con-
temporary Kurdish life, modern Kurdish converts are generally not in-
terested in either learning Zoroastrian texts or following historically docu-
mented Zoroastrian rituals as they are practiced in Iran and India today. 
They generally strip Zoroastrianism of its ritual and legal aspects and re-
duce it to the ethical imperative: “Good thoughts, good speech, good 
deeds”. As Richard Foltz (2016: 332) has noticed: “Many advocates of 
‘Zoroastrian’ identity are in fact suspicious of or even opposed to religion, 
and see a streamlined Zoroastrian ethics as a harmless substitute”. Awat’s 
organization in particular supports Zoroastrian philosophy and explicitly 
rejects Zoroastrian purity laws and religious rituals as “superstition”. For 
Awat Husamadin, Kurdish Zoroastrianism a philosophical notion, and its 
ritual and legal practices, as she thinks, are Persian inventions, which are 
not binding on those who wish to return to an “original” Kurdish Zoro-
astrianism.  

Both Awat Husamadin and Pir Luqman strive to establish a Kurdish 
Zoroastrianism, which, according to each, is the original form of Zoro-
astrianism. In the case of Awat, being a philosophical concept, it values 
science and wisdom and is contrasted with Islam, described as backward 
and illogical religion. Awat emphasizes the “three pillars of Zoroastri-
anism”, “Good thoughts, good speech, and good deeds”, which are broadly 
defined and hence not only allow, but require the ability to make in-
dependent moral judgments.  
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In contrast to Awat Husamadin, Pir Luqman highlights ritual and in-
sists that Kurdish Zoroastrianism is not an invented tradition. Rather, it is 
the revived tradition of their grandparents. When describing Kurdish 
Zoroastrianism, Shad, a roughly 60-year-old Kurdish returnee who is part 
of Pir Luqman’s entourage, painted a nostalgic imaginary village scene. 
Appealing to emotions and aesthetics, he gave the following three exam-
ples as instances where the practices of his grandparents reveal their 
Zoroastrian origins. The first was that Kurds use a metal tripod to position 
their kettles when cooking over an open fire. Many other cultures, aside 
from Zoroastrian ones, however, do the same. The second was that his 
grandmother would never throw away her hair after she cut it. She buried 
it in a wall. He interpreted this as in line with the Zoroastrian belief that 
humans should not bury corpses in the ground because it pollutes the 
earth. However, there are many Muslims or Christians who do not simply 
throw out hair, but bury it in fear that it could be used for harmful magic 
against them. The third was that his father who, despite being a Muslim, 
swore by light and by fire, which are sacred Zoroastrian elements.  

Pir Luqman’s center includes a room dedicated to Zoroastrian ritual. It 
does not house an eternal flame, but is equipped with a few candles, cush-
ions and rugs, and Kurdish flags. In this room, Pir Luqman’s followers 
gather occasionally to sing the Gathas, Zoroaster’s hymns, which Pir 
Luqman has translated into Sorani Kurdish. Pir Luqman’s organization 
also places greater emphasis on Zoroastrian symbols than “Yasna”. His fol-
lowers all wear pins or necklaces that display the Farvahar, the three-
tiered winged ruler who represents wisdom in the form of a priest. Pir 
Luqman and his followers also display the Farvahar in their homes, on the 
wall, on jewelry, clothing, and on small decorative statues. Most of these 
are imported from Iran. 

For the PKK, Kurdish Zoroastrianism means respect for the land, na-
ture, animals, and gender equality (Öcalan 2009: 13). These ideas have also 
been adopted by Kurds in Sulaimani. Awat Husamadin, for instance, 
adopted a dog that is kept in the yard of her organization. By petting the 
dog briefly in front of visitors she proves that she does not follow the Is-
lamic prohibition of dogs and endorses Zoroaster’s love for dogs. Awat 
and Pir Luqman pay brief lip service to a Kurdish Zoroastrian love for na-
ture and animals, but they have not adopted the PKK’s Marxist ideology. 
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Instead, they support democracy and free speech, and implicitly capital-
ism, and claim that Zoroastrianism has always championed these ideas. 
Regardless of the historical validity of their claims, Awat and Pir Luqman’s 
argument expresses a desire to localize European values and raise the 
Kurds to a global stage. This is particularly apparent when it comes to the 
topic of women.  

According to Awat, Kurdish women were “free” before Islam. Her 
followers claim that Zoroastrian women could breastfeed their children in 
front of strange men without feeling ashamed. Awat explained that dur-
ing the life of Zoroaster, women had the right to choose their own spouses 
and were able to initiate divorce. Zoroaster himself permitted his own 
daughter to co-habit with a man for up to two years before marrying him. 
Through this statement she intended to prove that Zoroastrians, and by 
extension Kurds, had practiced gender equality, which they gave up once 
they had been Islamized. Romanticizing rural life, she claims that men 
and women are relatively equal in villages and that this is proof of Zoroas-
trian cultural vestiges. Her romantic nostalgia echoes that of Abdullah 
Öcalan (2017: 15, 49) who claims that Kurdish women maintained a degree 
of autonomy through agriculture. Yet, this idyllic view of farmwomen 
does not hold true (Brandth 2002: 107-117; McKenna 2012: 529-534). Farm-
women do not control the fruits of their own labor and rarely own the 
farms they work on.  

The fact that Awat Husamadin, as well as Pir Luqman were both part 
of the Kurdish diaspora is crucial. Their years abroad allowed them to de-
velop and imagine an idealized Kurdish identity freed from the con-
straints of having to interact with Muslim and Arab neighbors. Instead, 
living in Europe pushed them to articulate an identity vis-à-vis European 
others who expect foreigners to fall into clearly defined categories. Once 
these Europeanized Kurds returned home, they sought to institutionalize 
their newly articulated identity. Both Awat Husamadin and Pir Luqman 
sought to build institutions, which are often seen positively and as means 
to accessing justice. This drive to institutionalization as a means to gain-
ing civil rights and influence on government institutions, in particular 
public education, explains why Awat who otherwise rejects “religious” 
Zoroastrianism, nevertheless strives to gain government recognition of 
“Yasna” as a valid religious institution and community. 
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What allows Awat Husamadin and Pir Luqman to even begin to work 
for governmental recognition is Article 5 of the Kurdish Constitution, 
which was signed by the President of the Kurdish Regional Government, 
Masoud Barzani, in 2015 and guarantees freedom of religion. It gives deni-
zens the right to choose their own religion, including the freedom to leave 
Islam.  

RELIGIOUS WARS IN SULAIMANI 

In their quest to obtain government recognition and widen their sphere of 
influence, both Awat Husamadin and Pir Luqman have met with opposi-
tion. This is to be expected given their somewhat combative attitude 
towards Islam. While they paint Zoroastrianism as a beacon of light in the 
dark Muslim Middle East, Pir Luqman and Awat both emphasize that in 
contrast to Islam Zoroastrianism promotes freedom of religion, women’s 
rights and opposes slavery and immorality.  

In 2016, Awat Husamadin, Pir Luqman and their centers put their 
energies together and were able to produce and release two trailers for a 
forthcoming documentary, entitled “After 1437 Years”.4 The film focuses 
on sexual morality, among other topics. In the excerpt of “After 1437 
Years” on the “Morals of Zoroastrians”, ‘Abd al-Latif, a famous Salafi 
preacher in Sulaimani, accuses Zoroastrians of sleeping with their moth-
ers as expiation of their sins. This slander, as Awat rightly points out in the 
video, is a common derogatory cliché thrown at religious or ethnic mi-
norities in the Middle East. Then, ‘Abd al-Latif accuses Zoroastrians of in-
cest because some Persian Zoroastrian kings married their sisters. Awat’s 
Swedish mentor and religious guide, Pir Andaz Hawezi, explains that this 
occasionally happened among elites. They were similar to Egyptian phar-
aohs who wished to preserve family wealth. Pir Luqman immediately 
went into the offensive claiming that the Kurdish people never did this 
because, as Zoroastrians, they already knew back then that it would lead 
to deformed children.  

In the second trailer of “After 1437 Years”, the director explains that 
ISIS is the reason why Muslim Kurds are leaving Islam. Through a number 
                                                

4 See “On the morals of a Zoroastrian (After 1437 Years film clip)” (2016), Youtube, 9 
April, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DN4KhK0q384&ab_channel=HosseinJehani 
(accessed 6 June 2017). 
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of speakers, the audience is told that following ISIS, Kurds cannot simply 
“accept” Islam anymore. Meanwhile, ISIS footage is playing in the back-
ground, viscerally disgusting viewers, making them equate ISIS with Islam 
and disgust, and Zoroastrianism with learned and peaceful progress. Nei-
ther the trailers, nor the excerpt, nor interviews I conducted directly 
spoke about the elephant in the room: Kurdish independence. Becoming 
Zoroastrian means becoming culturally independent, but not politically, 
militarily, or financially. Instead of discussing the actual obstacles facing 
Kurds, such as Kurdish governmental corruption, divisions along party 
lines, and economic reliance on Iran and Turkey, they focus purely on 
“liberating the mind”. Part of liberating the mind is to liberate ethical 
choices from religious laws and edicts, which explains their need to coun-
ter accusations of sexual misconduct.  

The aforementioned Salafi preacher ‘Abd al-Latif from Sulaimani has 
reacted to the rise of Zoroastrianism with great alarm. He has accused 
them of incest and immorality. Meanwhile, ‘Abd al-Latif was himself re-
cently at the center of a scandal involving adultery. A tape was released in 
the spring of 2016 that recorded a rather intimate, romantic conversation 
between ‘Abd al-Latif and a married female student. A few months later, 
she became his third wife. For members of the secular intellectual elite in 
Sulaimani, such as gender studies scholar Choman Hardi, this incident is 
proof of the moral bankruptcy and hypocrisy of Salafism. His followers, 
however, are not likely to simply turn away from Islamism just because 
‘Abd al-Latif turned out to have a wandering eye (Hardi 2016).  

CONCLUSION: DISILLUSIONMENT AND FATIGUE 

For a while, Zoroastrianism seemed to be gaining ground, especially after 
Article 5 was promulgated in 2015. Moreover, the trauma from ISIS was 
still fresh in people’s minds. Since then, the fervor fizzled out. The centers 
have been closed more often than not. A financial scandal broke out in Pir 
Luqman’s organization. Overall, denizens of Sulaimani seemed to suffer 
from compassion-fatigue with refugees and internally displaced peoples. 
As of the 2017, restaurants were no longer closing during Ramadan, even 
though white sheets with large holes in them still symbolically covered 
restaurant doors while the sun was up. Tellingly, even Kurdish returnees 
from Europe were once again leaving Iraq partly because of the economic 
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crisis that ensued after 2014 and because the dream of Kurdish independ-
ence took a major hit after Baghdad refused to recognize the Kurdish 
referendum on independence held on 25 September 2017. While Zoroas-
trian symbols can still be found in the bazaar and stores, and restaurants 
continue to be named after figures from Zoroastrian mythology, the fervor 
has died down along with hopes for a brighter future. Nevertheless, while 
Kurdish neo-Zoroastrianism flourished in Sulaimani and other cities 
throughout Iraqi Kurdistan, it engendered a form of cultural creativity, 
which sought to promote Euro-American notions of democracy and 
women’s rights as authentic Kurdish values.  
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