
Newroz: An Ancient Rite of Spring and a 
Modern Emblem of Kurdish Identity 
1. Introduction: The Essence of Newroz 
Newroz, a festival heralding the arrival of spring and the New Year, holds a position of 
paramount importance within Kurdish culture.1 Typically celebrated on or around March 21st, 
coinciding with the vernal equinox, Newroz is more than a mere temporal marker; it is a 
profound expression of renewal, hope, freedom, and enduring cultural identity for the Kurdish 
people.3 Derived from the Kurdish words "new" (new) and "roz" (day or sun), its very name 
signifies a "new day," encapsulating the festival's core themes of rebirth and new beginnings.3 
While sharing ancient roots with the Persian Nowruz and other vernal equinox celebrations 
across a vast geographical expanse, Kurdish Newroz has evolved with unique mythological 
underpinnings, distinct traditions, and potent political symbolism, particularly in the context of 
the Kurdish people's historical and ongoing struggles for recognition and self-determination.1 
This report will delve into the multifaceted history of Kurdish Newroz, examining its 
etymological and symbolic significance, its ancient mythological and historical origins, the rich 
tapestry of its traditional celebrations and rituals, its reflection in Kurdish literature and arts, 
its profound political dimensions as an emblem of resistance, and its varied expressions 
across different regions of Kurdistan and within the diaspora. Furthermore, it will offer a 
comparative perspective with Persian Nowruz and touch upon academic interpretations of 
this vital cultural phenomenon. 

2. Etymology and Primordial Significance 
The term "Newroz" (Kurdish: نھورۆز) is a compound of two Kurdish words: "nwê" (نوێ) meaning 
'new' and "roj" (ڕۆژ) meaning 'day' or, in a broader sense, 'sun'.2 Thus, Newroz literally 
translates to "New Day".4 This etymology is central to its meaning, signifying the termination 
of the dark, cold winter and the advent of spring, a season of light, warmth, and rejuvenation.1 

The primordial significance of Newroz is deeply intertwined with the cycles of nature. It marks 
the spring equinox, a time when light triumphs over darkness, and life is renewed.1 This 
celebration of nature's rebirth is a tradition with ancient roots, observed by various peoples 
across the Middle East and Central Asia for millennia.1 For Kurds, Newroz encapsulates 
themes of renewal, hope, and new beginnings, making it the most important festival in their 
cultural calendar.1 It is a time for optimism, looking forward to a brighter future, and shedding 
the burdens of the past year.1 Beyond its connection to nature, Newroz has, over time, 
become profoundly emblematic of freedom and liberation for the Kurdish people, a 
significance deeply rooted in their unique mythology and historical experiences.2 



3. Historical and Mythological Origins 
The historical and mythological tapestry of Kurdish Newroz is rich and complex, weaving 
together ancient Indo-Iranian traditions, Zoroastrian influences, and a foundational epic that 
resonates deeply with Kurdish identity. 
3.1. Ancient Roots: Zoroastrianism and Pre-Islamic Traditions 

Newroz celebrations are ancient, with roots stretching back over 3,000 years, predating both 
Christianity and Islam.3 The festival originated in Persia within the religious tradition of 
Zoroastrianism and is celebrated by cultural regions that came under Iranian influence.1 
Zoroastrianism, once the main religion in these areas, placed fire at the center of its worship, 
believing it to possess purifying powers and providing warmth, light, and sustenance.9 Fire, as 
a symbol of light, goodness, and purification, was used to defy Angra Mainyu, the demonic 
antithesis of Ahura Mazda, the creator deity in Zoroastrianism. A large fire lit annually 
symbolized defiance against evil.2 This reverence for fire remains a constant and central 
element in Newroz celebrations across cultures, including Kurdish Newroz.2 

Some Kurdish historical narratives trace the origins of Newroz even further back, with one 
account suggesting that four thousand years before Christ, a Kurd named Ki Murs (Keyumars) 
fought an evil spirit (Ahriman) in the mountains. Upon victory, fires were lit on mountaintops to 
signal triumph, a celebration that occurred ten days before the current Newroz and was 
commemorated for nine days, known as Jazhni 9 Rozh (Festival of Nine Days).10 While this 
specific narrative is part of Kurdish folklore, the broader connection to ancient Iranian 
traditions and the celebration of spring's arrival since Neolithic times is widely acknowledged.2 

There is also a scholarly perspective linking the Medes, an ancient Iranian people, as 
ancestors of the Kurds. Some Kurds believe Newroz dates back to the emergence of the 
Median Empire around 700 BC.12 The Median Empire, along with the Babylonians, conquered 
Nineveh in 612 BC, liberating peoples from Assyrian oppression, an event some Kurds 
commemorate as their New Year.13 This historical event, intertwined with the Kawa legend, 
contributes to the profound sense of historical continuity and struggle for freedom embodied 
in Newroz. 
3.2. The Kawa (Kaveh) and Zahhak (Zuhak) Legend: A Foundational 
Myth 

Central to the Kurdish celebration and understanding of Newroz is the epic legend of Kawa 
the Blacksmith (Kurdish: Kawayê Hesinkar or Kawe-y Asinger) and the tyrannical king Zahhak 
(Kurdish: Zuhak or Dehak).2 This myth, while also present in Persian mythology and narrated in 
Ferdowsi's 10th-century epic, the Shahnameh, has acquired a distinct and potent significance 
for Kurds, becoming a cornerstone of their Newroz narrative and national identity.2 

According to the legend, Zahhak was an evil foreign or Assyrian king who conquered Iran (or 
the lands of the Kurds) and ruled with immense cruelty.2 Serpents grew from his shoulders, 
demanding a daily sacrifice of the brains of two young men to alleviate the king's pain or to 



feed the serpents themselves.2 This brutal reign lasted for a thousand years, causing spring to 
cease its arrival in Kurdistan.2 

Kawa, a humble blacksmith, had lost many of his own children (two in some versions, six in 
another) to Zahhak's monstrous appetite.9 Driven by grief and a desire for justice, Kawa 
refused to sacrifice his last remaining son. He rallied the oppressed people, leading a national 
uprising against the tyrant.3 In a symbolic act of defiance, Kawa is said to have raised his 
leather blacksmith's apron on a spear, creating a banner known as the Derafsh Kaviani, which 
later became a symbol of sovereignty.14 

The culmination of this rebellion is Kawa's victory over Zahhak. Kawa, armed with his 
blacksmith's hammer, stormed Zahhak's castle and killed the tyrant.2 To signal the victory and 
summon his supporters, Kawa lit a massive bonfire on the mountainside.2 The flames 
announced the end of oppression and the dawn of freedom. The very next day, spring 
returned to the land.2 This momentous event is traditionally marked as March 20th or 21st, the 
day of Newroz.2 

The young men who had been saved from sacrifice by a compassionate individual in Zahhak's 
court (who would kill only one youth and mix his brains with those of a sheep) are, according 
to some Kurdish legends, considered the ancestors of the Kurds.2 These saved youths were 
trained by Kawa to form the army that overthrew Zahhak.2 Some interpretations even suggest 
that the word "Kurd" itself might derive from an old Iranian term for blacksmith, linking the 
ethnic identity directly to Kawa's profession.12 

For Kurds, the Kawa and Zahhak legend is not merely an ancient tale but a living metaphor for 
their enduring struggle against oppression and their unyielding quest for freedom and 
self-determination.2 The bonfires lit during Newroz directly commemorate Kawa's signal fire, 
symbolizing liberation, the defeat of tyranny, and the unwavering spirit of resistance.2 The 
story reinforces Kurdish identity as a distinct and resilient people.2 In the 1930s, Kurdish poet 
Taufik Abdullah (also known as Piremerd, though some sources distinguish them) played a 
significant role in linking the Newroz holiday more explicitly to the Kawa legend, reviving a 
dying holiday and transforming it into a powerful symbol of the Kurdish national struggle.2 This 
connection imbued Newroz with a profound political dimension, making its celebration an act 
of asserting Kurdish identity and demanding rights, especially in regions where Kurdish 
culture has faced suppression.2 

The colors associated with Kawa's blacksmith apron—yellow, red, and green—are also 
significant, having been adopted as the national colors of the Kurdish people, further 
cementing the link between the legend, Newroz, and Kurdish national identity.5 The historical 
date of 612 BC, marking the Medes' (considered ancestors of Kurds by some) victory over the 
Assyrians, is sometimes associated with Kawa's victory over Dehak, further rooting Newroz in 
a narrative of historical liberation.5 

4. Traditional Celebrations and Rituals 
Kurdish Newroz is characterized by a vibrant array of customs and rituals that vary in their 



specifics across the different regions of Kurdistan but share common underlying themes of 
renewal, community, and the celebration of Kurdish heritage.1 The festivities typically occur 
between March 18th and 24th, with the peak on March 21st.2 In the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, it 
is often a three-day public holiday.3 

4.1. Common Practices Across Kurdistan 

Several core practices are widely observed during Kurdish Newroz: 
● Bonfires (Agirê Newrozê): The lighting of bonfires on the eve of Newroz, typically 

March 20th, is arguably the most iconic and central symbol of the celebration.1 These 
fires are lit in public squares, on hillsides, and in village commons, symbolizing the 
passing of winter's darkness and the arrival of spring's light.1 They directly 
commemorate Kawa the Blacksmith's victory fire, representing freedom, defiance 
against oppression, and the purification from evil or bad luck.2 People gather around 
these fires, dance, sing, and often jump over the flames for good luck and as an act of 
purification and defiance.2 

● Traditional Clothing: Donning new and traditional Kurdish attire is a significant aspect 
of Newroz.1 Men and women wear brightly colored clothes, often adorned with the 
symbolic Kurdish colors of red, yellow, and green.2 This practice is a vibrant display of 
cultural pride and identity. 

● Dancing (Govend/Halparke): Traditional Kurdish folk dances, particularly the Govend 
or Halparke, are performed with great enthusiasm.2 People join hands and dance in 
circles around the bonfires or in open spaces, accompanied by traditional music.2 This 
communal dancing fosters a sense of unity and shared joy. 

● Music and Poetry: Music and poetry recitation are integral to Newroz festivities.1 
Traditional Kurdish songs are sung, and poems, often recounting the Kawa legend or 
praising the beauty of spring and the spirit of freedom, are shared.2 

● Family Gatherings and Picnics: Newroz is a time for families and friends to come 
together.1 Many families spend the day outdoors, enjoying picnics in the countryside, 
celebrating nature's renewal, and the fresh growth of spring.1 

● Special Foods: The preparation and sharing of special foods are central to the 
celebration.1 While specific dishes vary, the emphasis is on abundance and traditional 
flavors. 

● Conflict Resolution and Renewal: In the spirit of new beginnings, there's an emphasis 
on resolving conflicts and misunderstandings from the previous year.1 Families may visit 
each other and the graves of deceased relatives during the days following Newroz.1 

● Symbolic Acts: Smashing pottery for good luck and cutting spring flowers like tulips 
and hyacinths are also traditional practices in some areas.1 

4.2. Specific Regional Customs 

While the core elements are shared, local peculiarities exist in different parts of Kurdistan: 
● Iranian Kurdistan (Rojhelat): 



○ Shin or Sawza: A month before Newroz, people plant seeds like wheat, chickpeas, 
lentils, and sesame in dishes, with the resulting greenery adorning homes.10 

○ Kala Chwarshama (Chaharshanbe Suri): On the last Wednesday of the year, some 
women cut strands of their children's hair and discard them, believing it wards off 
pain and discomfort.10 

○ Khvancheh: A gift from the groom's family to the bride-to-be, including items like 
sugarloaf, clothes, perfume, nuts, and sweets.16 

○ Reshteh Polo: A noodle rice dish often prepared for the first day's lunch, 
symbolizing taking control of affairs in the new year.16 

○ Shawl Dropping: Children drop shawls from rooftops, chanting for gifts.16 

○ Nowruzkhani: A tradition of storytelling where a narrator recites the 
Nowruznameh, though it's becoming less common.16 

○ Hîlke Şikênî (Egg Cracking): A game played with boiled eggs.16 

○ Mirmirin or Mir-Nowruzi: A comedic performance where a temporary "Mir" 
(leader) is chosen, who is forbidden to laugh.16 

○ Kose We Wî: A procession of a "Kose" (beardless man) and his bride through 
villages, announcing spring's arrival.16 

○ In some areas of Iranian Kurdistan, celebrations may begin earlier than March 21st 
and continue for weeks.18 A notable distinction is that Kurdish men and women 
often mingle and dance together more freely than in other parts of Iran.6 

● Southern Kurdistan (Iraqi Kurdistan) and Eastern Kurdistan: Bonfires are 
particularly prominent in these regions on the eve of Newroz.1 The largest celebration in 
Iraqi Kurdistan is often held in Akre, near Dohuk, where thousands carry torches up the 
mountains.6 

● Turkish Kurdistan (Bakur): People gather and jump over bonfires, especially in Eastern 
Anatolia and cities with large Kurdish populations like Istanbul and Ankara.2 Celebrations 
here have historically been highly politicized due to state suppression.2 

● Syrian Kurdistan (Rojava): Celebrations involve loud music, the burning of diesel fuel 
and rubber tires on the evening of March 20th, and colorful open-air festivals on March 
21st. The Kurdish tri-color flag with the 21-ray sun is often flown proudly, and traditional 
clothing is widely worn as a celebration of 'Kurdishness'.6 

4.3. Symbolism of Key Elements 

● Fire: As discussed, fire is the paramount symbol of Newroz, representing light, 
purification, the defeat of darkness and tyranny (Zahhak), and the enduring flame of 
Kurdish resistance lit by Kawa.1 

● Colors (Red, Yellow, Green): These colors, prominent in traditional Kurdish attire and 
flags, are deeply symbolic. They are often linked to Kawa's blacksmith apron and 
represent the Kurdish nation and its aspirations.4 Yellow can symbolize the fire of 
Newroz and the sun, red the blood of martyrs and revolution, and green the spring, 
nature, and Kurdistan's landscape. 



● Food: Specific dishes often carry symbolic meaning. For instance, Reshteh Polo (noodle 
rice) is believed to help one take hold of the "threads" of life and destiny in the coming 
year.16 Stuffed vegetables (Yaprakh or Dolma), particularly with spring vegetables and 
herbs, celebrate the bounty of the new season.19 In general, Kurdish cuisine for Newroz 
emphasizes fresh, seasonal ingredients, grains, legumes, and halal meats.20 While some 
Persian Nowruz food traditions like Sabzi Polo ba Mahi (herbed rice with fish) and Ash 
Reshteh (noodle soup) are also known 17, specific Kurdish preparations and local 
favorites are central. 

● The Number 21: The date March 21st itself is highly symbolic, marking the equinox and, 
in Kurdish belief, the day of Kawa's victory.3 The 21 rays on some Kurdish sun symbols 
also reflect this significance.6 

The collective nature of these rituals – the shared fires, dances, songs, and food – reinforces 
communal bonds, cultural continuity, and a shared identity rooted in a narrative of resilience 
and hope for freedom.1 

5. Newroz in Kurdish Literature and Arts 
Newroz has been a perennial source of inspiration in Kurdish literature and arts, serving as a 
powerful motif for expressing cultural identity, historical consciousness, and aspirations for 
freedom. Poets, writers, and musicians have consistently drawn upon its rich symbolism. 
5.1. The Enduring Voice of Poets: Ahmad Khani and Piremerd 

Kurdish poets have played a crucial role in articulating and preserving the cultural and 
national significance of Newroz. 
The 17th-century Kurdish poet Ahmad Khani (Ehmedê Xanî, 1650-1707), considered a 
foundational figure in Kurdish nationalism, mentioned Newroz in his works.2 In one of his 
poems, he describes how people, both young and old, leave their homes and gather in the 
countryside to celebrate Newroz, highlighting its communal and nature-centric aspects.2 
Khani's epic Mem û Zîn is a cornerstone of Kurdish literature, and while it primarily tells a love 
story, it also embeds philosophical and mystical themes, and calls for Kurdish unity and 
freedom, a spirit that aligns with the essence of Newroz.24 His writings often emphasized 
tolerance and love as core values, reflecting a spirit of renewal and harmony inherent in 
Newroz.24 
Piremerd (Tawfeq Mahmoud Hamza, 1867–1950), a renowned Kurdish poet and journalist 
from Suleimani, is particularly celebrated for his profound connection to Newroz and his 
efforts to popularize its celebration as a national festival.3 He is credited with writing the 
famous "Newroz" anthem, a poem that has become synonymous with the festival and is 
widely recited and sung by Kurds.3 His verse, often translated, captures the spirit of renewal, 
the historical memory of struggle, and the undying hope for freedom: 
"Em rojî salî tazeye, Newroze hatewe, 
Jêjnekî konî Kurde be xoşî û behatewe." 
(This is the new year's day, Newroz has returned, 



An ancient Kurdish festival, with joy it has returned.) 3 
Piremerd's poetry often linked Newroz to the sacrifices of Kurdish youth and the dawn of a 
new era for the Kurdish nation.2 He actively encouraged public celebrations of Newroz in 
Suleimani, designating specific locations for gatherings, and his work was instrumental in 
transforming Newroz from a traditional observance into a more widespread and consciously 
national event.25 His efforts aimed to re-establish the Kurdish language and culture, and 
Newroz became a central vehicle for this cultural revival.25 According to an analysis based on 
Emile Durkheim's theory, Piramerd's poetry highlighted the social functions of Nowruz, such 
as creating solidarity and unity, recognizing Kurdish identity, preserving Kurdish culture, and 
linking the festival to the quest for freedom through ancient myths.26 He saw Newroz as a 
crucial opportunity for Kurds to connect with their origins while embracing modernity.25 

5.2. Melodies of a New Day: Music and Newroz 

Music is an indispensable component of Newroz celebrations, providing the soundtrack for 
dances, gatherings, and expressions of joy and resistance.3 Traditional Kurdish folk music, 
with its distinct rhythms and melodies, is prominently featured. 
Instruments central to Kurdish music and often heard during Newroz include: 

● Daf: A large frame drum with rings inside, crucial for rhythmic accompaniment, 
especially in ritual and folk traditions.27 

● Zurna: A loud, double-reeded wind instrument, often paired with the Dahol (Davul) for 
outdoor celebrations and dances.27 

● Dahol (Davul/Tupan): A large double-headed drum played with a mallet and switch, 
providing a powerful beat for dances like the Govend.27 

● Blûr (Kaval): An end-blown shepherd's flute, evoking pastoral and folk themes.27 

● Tembûr (Saz/Buzuq): Various types of long-necked lutes that are staples in Kurdish 
music, used for both melodic lines and rhythmic strumming.27 The Tembûr is particularly 
noted in eastern Kurdistan, the Buzuq in western Kurdistan, and the Saz in northern 
Kurdistan.27 

Many songs are specifically associated with Newroz, celebrating spring, freedom, and Kurdish 
identity. While a comprehensive list is extensive, artists like Şivan Perwer, Ciwan Haco, and 
Aynur Doğan are legendary figures whose music often resonates with the themes of Newroz 
and Kurdish aspirations.27 Koma Dengê Azadî (Voice of Liberty) was among the first bands to 
interpret traditional Kurdish music in a more modern folk style, and their songs often carried 
messages of hope and resistance.27 Specific songs titled "Newroz" or invoking its spirit are 
common. For instance, the Ajam Media Collective's "Sounds of Nowruz" mixtape includes 
tracks like "Norooz Khani" by Ajam Band and "Semame" by Koma Rojin, reflecting the diverse 
musical expressions of the festival.29 Mamak Khadem, an Iranian-born vocalist, also performs 
songs inspired by Kurdish melodies in her Newroz concerts.30 The tradition of Nowruzkhani 
 meaning festive occasions with Nowruz songs, is a broader Persian term that also ,(نوروزخوانی)
encompasses the musical celebrations of the season.31 In pre-Islamic times, special melodies 
were performed for Nowruz, and in Islamic times, a musical mode called "Nowruz" with 



various branches existed in Persian classical music.31 Kurdish musical traditions, while distinct, 
share some elements with broader Persian and Middle Eastern modal systems.27 

The collective singing and dancing to these tunes during Newroz reinforce a sense of shared 
cultural heritage and collective identity, making music a vital medium for the festival's 
expression.4 

6. Political Dimensions and Symbolism of Resistance 
For the Kurdish people, Newroz transcends its ancient origins as a spring festival to embody a 
potent symbol of political resistance, cultural assertion, and the unyielding struggle for 
identity and self-determination.1 This politicization is not a recent phenomenon but has 
deepened over decades of persecution and attempts to suppress Kurdish culture in the 
nation-states encompassing Kurdistan. 
6.1. Assertion of Kurdish Identity Against Oppression 

In regions where Kurdish language, culture, and identity have been systematically 
marginalized or outlawed, the celebration of Newroz has become a powerful act of defiance 
and a means of asserting cultural existence.2 The very act of lighting bonfires, wearing 
traditional Kurdish attire (often in the symbolic colors of red, yellow, and green), singing 
Kurdish songs, and dancing the Govend in public spaces serves as a visible reclamation of 
cultural heritage and a challenge to assimilationist policies.2 The Kawa the Blacksmith myth, 
with its narrative of liberation from a tyrant, provides a resonant historical and mythological 
charter for this resistance, framing contemporary struggles within an ancient fight for 
freedom.2 Newroz, therefore, is not just a celebration of a new year but a reaffirmation of 
being Kurdish in the face of adversity.3 

6.2. Historical Persecution and Intensified Politicization 

The political significance of Newroz has been amplified by historical attempts to ban or 
restrict its celebration: 

● Turkey: For many years, the Turkish state actively suppressed Newroz celebrations, 
viewing them as a manifestation of Kurdish separatism.2 The holiday was outlawed until 
1992.6 Even after legalization, the state attempted to reframe it as a "Turkish State 
Holiday" with Turkified spellings like "Nevruz" and claims of Central Asian origins, often 
prosecuting those who used the Kurdish spelling or emphasized its Kurdish specificity.6 
This suppression led to violent clashes, arrests, and even deaths during Newroz 
festivities, particularly in the 1990s and 2000s.5 Such actions only intensified Newroz's 
role as a symbol of Kurdish resilience and political struggle.2 By the end of the 1980s, 
Newroz became strongly associated with attempts to express and resurrect Kurdish 
identity in Turkey.2 

● Iraq: Under Saddam Hussein's Ba'athist regime, large public Newroz gatherings were 
forbidden, and Kurds faced harassment for celebrating their festival.6 The infamous 
Anfal campaign and the Halabja chemical attack in 1988, occurring just before Newroz, 



deeply seared the festival with memories of suffering and resistance.6 The fall of 
Saddam Hussein and the establishment of the Kurdistan Region allowed for open and 
widespread Newroz celebrations, which now symbolize hard-won freedom.6 

● Syria: Under Ba'athist rule, and later under Bashar al-Assad, Kurds in Syria faced similar 
restrictions.6 Celebrations were often held in secret or met with state violence, leading 
to arrests, injuries, and deaths.6 Teaching the Kurdish language was forbidden, and even 
giving children Kurdish names could lead to repercussions.15 Only with the rise of the 
Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES) did Kurds gain the 
freedom to celebrate Newroz openly and on a large scale, transforming it into a vibrant 
expression of 'Kurdishness' and endurance.6 

● Iran: While Nowruz is a national holiday in Iran, Kurdish celebrations of Newroz have 
sometimes faced restrictions, particularly concerning overt displays of Kurdish national 
symbols.6 Authorities have at times required government approval, the display of the 
Iranian flag, and the omission of Kurdish imagery, and some celebrations have been met 
with force.6 Recent Newroz celebrations in Rojhelat (Iranian Kurdistan) have seen 
massive turnouts and symbolic acts of defiance, such as women appearing without the 
mandatory hijab and people wearing khaki colors associated with Peshmerga, leading to 
backlash from Iranian nationalist circles and increased state pressure.18 

This history of persecution has indelibly linked Newroz with the Kurdish quest for rights, 
autonomy, and recognition, transforming it into an annual demonstration of political will and 
cultural survival.2 

6.3. Modern Political Expression and Mobilization 

Today, Newroz serves as a significant platform for political expression and mobilization across 
Kurdistan and in the diaspora.3 

● Political Speeches and Demonstrations: Celebrations often feature political 
speeches by Kurdish leaders and activists, calling for greater Kurdish rights, autonomy, 
and an end to discrimination.3 Large gatherings can turn into demonstrations voicing 
these demands.10 

● Symbol of Unity: Newroz brings together Kurds from diverse political backgrounds and 
social strata, fostering a sense of national unity and collective purpose.18 The massive 
Newroz celebration in Diyarbakır (Amed), often considered the spiritual capital of 
Turkish Kurdistan, has drawn millions, making it one of the largest Newroz gatherings 
globally and a powerful display of Kurdish solidarity.10 

● The Role of the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK): The PKK strategically adopted 
Newroz in the late 1980s, connecting its struggle to the Kawa myth and the historical 
resistance of the Kurdish people.2 They framed Mazlum Doğan, a PKK co-founder who 
died in a Turkish prison on March 21, 1982 (reportedly by self-immolation or hanging 
after lighting matches as a Newroz fire), as a "contemporary Kawa".2 This act 
transformed him into a martyr figure and inextricably linked Newroz with the PKK's 
ideology of armed struggle and the pursuit of a free Kurdistan. Newroz celebrations in 



areas with PKK influence, such as Qandil and the Maxhmur refugee camp, often 
prominently feature martyrs' imagery and Öcalan's figure, emphasizing sacrifice, 
agency, and the eventual arrival of a "new, free time".11 The PKK has also used March 
21st as a symbolic date to launch attacks or make significant announcements.2 

The themes of renewal, liberation, and the victory of justice over injustice inherent in Newroz 
resonate powerfully with the Kurds' ongoing struggles, making the festival a dynamic and 
evolving expression of their political aspirations and their enduring hope for a brighter future.6 

7. Regional Variations and Diaspora Celebrations 
While united by core themes and symbols, Newroz celebrations exhibit regional variations 
across Greater Kurdistan and have taken on new dimensions within the Kurdish diaspora. 
7.1. Celebrations Across Greater Kurdistan 

● Turkey (Bakur): Newroz in Turkish Kurdistan is heavily politicized due to a long history 
of state suppression.2 Celebrations, especially in cities like Diyarbakır (Amed), often 
become massive demonstrations for Kurdish rights and cultural recognition.6 Bonfires 
are central, and the event is imbued with immediate political demands.2 Despite past 
bans and ongoing tensions, Newroz remains a pivotal moment for Kurdish mobilization 
and identity expression.5 The Turkish government's attempts to co-opt or Turkify the 
festival as "Nevruz" have largely been resisted by Kurds who insist on its distinct Kurdish 
character and symbolism.6 

● Iran (Rojhelat): As Nowruz is a national holiday in Iran, Kurds generally face fewer 
obstacles in basic celebration compared to Turkey or Syria historically.6 However, overt 
displays of Kurdish nationalism or symbols can be met with restrictions or crackdowns.6 
A distinctive feature is the often more open mingling and dancing together of men and 
women.6 Traditions like Shin (planting greenery), Kala Chwarshama, and specific local 
customs such as Khvancheh, Reshteh Polo, Nowruzkhani, Hîlke Şikênî, Mirmirin, and 
Kose We Wî are noted in various parts of Iranian Kurdistan.10 Recent Newroz 
celebrations have seen particularly large and defiant turnouts, emphasizing Kurdish 
identity and resistance to state-imposed norms.18 

● Iraq (Kurdistan Region - Başûr): In the autonomous Kurdistan Region of Iraq, Newroz 
is an official and widely celebrated public holiday, often lasting three days.3 Celebrations 
are large-scale and joyous, with the most prominent being in Akre, where thousands 
carry torches up the mountainsides in a spectacular display.6 Having overcome the 
oppression of Saddam Hussein's regime, which forbade large Newroz gatherings, the 
festival here is a powerful symbol of freedom and self-governance.6 

● Syria (Rojava - Western Kurdistan): Historically suppressed, Newroz in Syrian 
Kurdistan has transformed into a vibrant and open celebration of Kurdish identity and 
resilience, especially since the establishment of the Autonomous Administration of 
North and East Syria (AANES).6 The eve of March 20th sees bonfires, often fueled by 
burning tires and diesel, accompanied by loud music across Kurdish towns and villages. 



March 21st features colorful open-air festivals with traditional clothing, dancing, and the 
prominent display of Kurdish symbols like the tri-color flag.6 The liberation of Kobani 
from ISIS around Newroz in 2015 added another layer of meaning, equating ISIS with the 
tyrant Zahak.6 However, in areas like Afrin, occupied by Turkish-backed forces, Newroz 
celebrations have faced renewed suppression, including the destruction of Kawa 
statues and bans on festivities.6 

7.2. Newroz in the Kurdish Diaspora 

For the Kurdish diaspora, scattered across Europe, North America, and elsewhere, Newroz is a 
crucial occasion for cultural preservation, community building, and raising awareness about 
the Kurdish cause.2 

● Cultural Preservation and Identity Maintenance: Newroz provides an opportunity for 
Kurds living abroad to connect with their heritage, pass on traditions to younger 
generations, and maintain their cultural identity in new environments.3 Celebrations 
often feature traditional food, music, dance, and clothing, recreating a sense of 
homeland.34 Ethnographic studies, such as those focusing on the Kurdish diaspora in 
Sweden, highlight how Newroz serves as a site of ritual significance that contributes to 
the embodiment of Kurdish ethnicity and acts as a locus of identity.35 

● Community Building: Large public Newroz festivals are organized in many European 
cities, such as Cologne, Germany, and in various cities in Sweden, bringing together 
tens of thousands of Kurds from different regions and political backgrounds.34 These 
events foster solidarity and a sense of collective identity within the diaspora. 

● Cultural Diplomacy and Political Advocacy: Newroz celebrations in the diaspora also 
function as a form of cultural diplomacy, educating host communities about Kurdish 
culture, history, and the ongoing struggles in Kurdistan.18 Organizers often invite local 
politicians and dignitaries to these events, using the occasion to advocate for Kurdish 
rights and raise awareness about their political demands.34 For example, the mayor of 
Cologne speaking at a Newroz event acknowledged its symbolism of peace, freedom, 
and self-determination for Kurds.34 

● Challenges: Diaspora communities are not always monolithic; internal political 
differences can sometimes surface.34 Furthermore, some host governments, or the 
governments of the states Kurds originate from (like Turkey), may attempt to monitor, 
restrict, or exert influence over these celebrations, accusing them of links to 
"terrorism".34 

Despite these challenges, Newroz remains a vibrant and unifying force for Kurds globally, a 
testament to their resilience and the enduring power of their cultural heritage. The greeting 
"Newroz pîroz be!" (Happy Newroz!) echoes around the world, carrying with it millennia of 
history and an unquenchable hope for the future.36 

8. Comparative Analysis: Kurdish Newroz vs. Persian 



Nowruz 
While both Kurdish Newroz and Persian Nowruz share ancient origins in Zoroastrianism and 
celebrate the spring equinox as the New Year, significant differences have evolved in their 
mythology, rituals, and particularly their cultural and political emphasis.1 

Similarities: 
● Ancient Roots and Spring Equinox: Both festivals mark the arrival of spring, typically 

around March 21st, and have historical links to Zoroastrian traditions celebrating 
renewal and the victory of light over darkness.1 The name itself ("New Day") is cognate 
in both Kurdish (Newroz) and Persian (Nowruz).3 

● Core Themes: Both celebrate renewal, rebirth, hope, and new beginnings.1 

● Bonfires: Lighting fires is a common element. Persians light bonfires on Chaharshanbe 
Suri (the last Wednesday before Nowruz), jumping over them for purification.8 Kurds 
light large bonfires on the eve of Newroz (March 20th) as a central part of their 
celebration.1 

● Traditional Practices: Wearing new clothes, family gatherings, visiting friends and 
relatives, enjoying special foods, music, and dance are common to both traditions.1 
Picnics are also important in both cultures, though the timing may differ.12 

Differences: 
 
Feature Kurdish Newroz Persian Nowruz 
Primary Myth Centered on Kawa the 

Blacksmith's victory over the 
tyrant Zahhak, symbolizing 
liberation and the 
birth/defense of the Kurdish 
nation.2 

Linked to the legendary King 
Jamshid, who is said to have 
established Nowruz. The Kawa 
story is known folklore but not 
foundational to Nowruz itself.12 

Political Emphasis Highly politicized, a symbol of 
resistance, Kurdish identity, 
and national aspirations, 
especially due to historical 
oppression.2 

Primarily a cultural and familial 
festival with less overt political 
connotation in its mainstream 
celebration, though it can 
carry nationalist sentiment.8 

Central Symbols Fire (Kawa's bonfire), colors 
red-yellow-green, the Kawa 
legend itself, traditional 
Kurdish attire, Govend dance.2 

Haft-Seen table (seven 
symbolic items starting with 
'S'), Sabzeh (sprouts), goldfish, 
mirror.8 

Haft-Seen Table Not a traditional part of 
Kurdish Newroz celebrations.12 

A central and indispensable 
element of Persian Nowruz.8 

Date Determination Fixed on March 21st, with 
celebrations starting on the 
eve of March 20th.1 

Exact moment of the vernal 
equinox, so the day (March 19, 
20, or 21) and precise time can 



vary annually.12 

Duration of Holiday Often a 3-day holiday in the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq; 
celebrations can span several 
days.1 

A 13-day celebration, 
culminating in Sizdeh Bedar 
(Day 13 picnic).1 

Specific Rituals Emphasis on communal 
bonfires, public dancing 
(Govend), often with political 
speeches. Newrozî (gifts for 
children), clove apple 
exchange by lovers.2 

Chaharshanbe Suri 
(fire-jumping on last 
Wednesday), Khane-tekani 
(spring cleaning), growing 
Sabzeh, Sizdeh Bedar.8 

Public Dancing Men and women often dance 
together openly in large circles 
(Govend).4 

Public dancing, especially 
mixed-gender, is restricted or 
not popular in contemporary 
Iran due to Islamic 
regulations.6 

The divergence in the primary mythological narrative is particularly striking. For Kurds, the 
Kawa legend is not just a story but the very essence of Newroz, defining it as a festival of 
liberation achieved through struggle.2 This has made fire, Kawa's signal of victory, the 
dominant symbol, rather than the elaborate Haft-Seen table which is central to Persian 
Nowruz and symbolizes various hopes for the new year through its seven items.12 

Furthermore, the historical and ongoing political context for Kurds has imbued their Newroz 
with a layer of resistance and national assertion that is less pronounced in the mainstream 
Persian celebration, which tends to focus more on familial and cultural continuity.2 While both 
are Iranic peoples sharing deep cultural roots 32, the distinct historical trajectories and 
political realities have shaped Newroz into unique, albeit related, expressions of cultural 
identity. 

9. Academic Perspectives on Kurdish Newroz 
Kurdish Newroz has increasingly become a subject of academic inquiry, particularly within 
cultural studies, anthropology, and political science, due to its rich symbolism and its role in 
Kurdish society and politics. 
Ethnographic studies have explored Newroz as a crucial site for the construction and 
performance of Kurdish identity, especially in the diaspora. Research among Kurdish 
communities, for instance in Sweden, indicates that Newroz celebrations are vital for ethnicity 
maintenance, enabling performative acts of cultural expression and fostering a sense of 
community and belonging.35 These studies often highlight how, due to historical and political 
struggles, resistance has become a central aspect of Kurdish identity formation, with Newroz 
serving as a key ritualized expression of this resistance.35 

Political anthropology delves into the "resistance mythologies" of the Kurds, with the Newroz 
myth of Kawa and Zahhak being a prime example.6 This myth functions as a metanarrative 



that shapes contemporary political actions and mobilization for self-determination, both in 
Kurdistan and the diaspora.39 The transformation of Newroz from an ancient spring festival 
into a potent symbol of national struggle and political ideology, particularly through the lens 
of movements like the PKK, has been a focus of research.2 Studies on the PKK's Newroz, for 
example, analyze how the festival became a vehicle for disseminating political ideology, 
incorporating themes of martyrdom (symbolized by figures like Mazlum Dogan, the 
"contemporary Kawa"), agency, and the pursuit of a "free time" for Kurdistan.11 These analyses 
often draw on observations from significant sites like the Qandil mountains and the Maxhmur 
refugee camp, examining how rituals around Newroz, especially the lighting of fires by 
mothers of martyrs, reproduce a social order geared towards liberation.11 

Comparative studies, such as those contrasting Kurdish and Persian Newroz traditions, 
highlight the distinct cultural perceptions and political significances attached to the festival by 
each group, despite shared ancient roots.12 These studies often point to the Kawa myth and 
the history of oppression as key factors in shaping the uniquely politicized nature of Kurdish 
Newroz.12 

Scholars in Kurdish studies also analyze the tensions and socio-political dynamics that 
surface during periods of democratization or conflict, and how Newroz celebrations reflect 
these broader societal changes and moral orders.40 The festival's ability to mobilize vast 
numbers of people, as seen in Diyarbakır, and the reactions it provokes from state authorities 
and nationalist groups, are also subjects of political analysis, underscoring Newroz's role as a 
barometer of Kurdish political aspirations and state-minority relations.6 

Overall, academic perspectives underscore that Kurdish Newroz is far more than a New Year 
celebration; it is a dynamic and deeply meaningful cultural performance that embodies 
history, myth, identity, resistance, and the enduring hope for freedom and recognition.6 

10. Conclusion: The Enduring Flame of Newroz 
The history of Kurdish Newroz is a compelling narrative of cultural endurance, adaptation, and 
profound symbolic power. Originating from ancient vernal equinox celebrations and 
Zoroastrian traditions shared by many peoples of the Iranian plateau and beyond, Newroz has 
been uniquely shaped by Kurdish historical experiences and mythological interpretations.1 The 
legend of Kawa the Blacksmith and his triumphant rebellion against the tyrant Zahhak is not 
merely an ancillary tale but the very heart of Kurdish Newroz, transforming it into an annual 
commemoration of liberation, resistance, and the unyielding spirit of freedom.2 

Across the diverse regions of Kurdistan and within the global diaspora, the lighting of 
bonfires, the donning of traditional attire, the communal dances of Govend, the sharing of 
specific foods, and the recitation of poetry and song are all imbued with this spirit.1 These 
traditions are not static; they are living expressions of cultural identity that have been fiercely 
protected and passionately celebrated, often in the face of severe persecution and attempts 
at suppression by various states.2 This very oppression has, paradoxically, served to intensify 
the political significance of Newroz, cementing its role as the foremost emblem of Kurdish 
identity and the collective aspiration for self-determination and cultural recognition.2 



The contributions of Kurdish poets like Ahmad Khani and particularly Piremerd have been 
instrumental in articulating and popularizing Newroz as a national festival, weaving its ancient 
threads into the fabric of modern Kurdish consciousness.2 In contemporary times, Newroz 
continues to be a potent vehicle for political expression, a day when Kurds worldwide unite to 
assert their existence, honor their martyrs, and renew their commitment to the ideals of 
freedom and justice.6 

From the mountains of Kurdistan to the cities of the diaspora, Newroz is more than a new day 
or a new year; it is a perennial rebirth of hope, a vibrant celebration of a rich cultural heritage, 
and an unwavering declaration that the flame of Kurdish identity, like Kawa's ancient bonfire, 
will continue to burn brightly against all odds. It stands as a testament to the resilience of a 
people and their enduring connection to a festival that encapsulates their past, present, and 
future aspirations. 
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