Traditions of Kurdish Nowruz: Past and
Present

Introduction

The Essence of Nowruz in Kurdish Culture

Nowruz, or Newroz (Kurdish: J3,), meaning "new day," stands as the most significant and
cherished festival within Kurdish culture, heralding the arrival of spring and the New Year."
Celebrated annually, typically coinciding with the spring equinox on March 20th or 21st,
Nowruz is a vibrant tapestry woven with threads of renewal, hope, joy, and the profound
affirmation of Kurdish identity and heritage." Its historical roots delve deep into antiquity, with
traditions dating back over two and a half millennia.? This report aims to explore the
multifaceted traditions of Kurdish Nowruz, examining its historical and mythological
underpinnings, core rituals and customs, distinctive culinary practices, regional variations
across the Kurdish lands, its socio-political evolution shaped by struggle and resilience, and
its dynamic manifestations in the contemporary world.

The celebration of Nowruz among Kurds is not merely a static adherence to ancient customs;
rather, it functions as a dynamic and living tradition. The intensity, openness, and specific
expressions of Nowruz festivities have historically served as a sensitive indicator of the
prevailing cultural and political freedoms afforded to the Kurdish people. In periods of severe
oppression, Nowruz often transformed into a potent symbol of resistance and cultural survival,
its flames burning brighter in defiance.” Conversely, moments of greater liberty have seen
more expansive and open celebrations, reflecting a resurgence of cultural expression. This
connection is evident in the historical accounts of suppression in Turkey, Iran, and Syria,
where restrictions on Nowruz paradoxically fueled its revival and politicization." For instance,
the ability of Syrian Kurds to celebrate Nowruz openly in recent years, after decades of
clandestine observance under the Assad regime, directly mirrors shifts in political control and
the hard-won assertion of cultural autonomy in regions like Rojava.” Thus, the manner in which
Nowruz is celebrated provides a valuable lens through which to understand the broader
Kurdish experience.

l. Historical and Mythological Foundations of Kurdish
Nowruz

A. Ancient Origins: Echoes of Antiquity

The historical tapestry of Nowruz is rich and ancient, with its origins deeply embedded in
Zoroastrianism and broader Indo-Iranian traditions that predate many modern faiths.’



Recognized as one of the holiest observances in the ancient Zoroastrian calendar, Nowruz has
been celebrated for over 3,000 years.® Central to Zoroastrian belief was the veneration of fire,
seen as a symbol of divine light, inherent goodness, and a potent force for purification.” A
significant Zoroastrian practice involved lighting large fires annually to defy Angra Mainyu, the
embodiment of evil and darkness, thereby expressing a profound abhorrence for
malevolence." This ancient reverence for fire finds a direct and powerful echo in the
ubiquitous bonfires that characterize Kurdish Nowruz celebrations. The Achaemenid Empire
(circa 550-330 BCE) played a crucial role in institutionalizing Nowruz as a significant state
celebration, further cementing its importance across diverse peoples.™ The festival, marking
the rebirth of nature, carried profound spiritual symbolism, representing the perennial triumph
of good over evil and joy over sorrow.’

The timing of Nowruz is intrinsically linked to the natural world, coinciding with the March
equinox, typically on March 20th or 21st, which signals the end of winter and the joyous arrival
of spring.! This astronomical event underscores the festival's deep connection to the cycles of
nature and rebirth. Beyond Zoroastrianism, other ancient belief systems have contributed to
the Nowruz traditions. Notably, the Yezidi reverence for fire is also considered a contributing
factor to the prominence of fire rituals in Kurdish Nowruz.%°

The Kurdish engagement with Nowruz is a compelling example of cultural syncretism, where
universal themes of renewal, the changing seasons, and the struggle between light and
darkness have been skillfully interwoven with specific local meanings and powerful historical
narratives, rendering the festival uniquely Kurdish. While Nowruz shares a common heritage
with various Persianate and Iranian cultures, rooted in ancient Zoroastrian practices ', the
Kurds have cultivated distinct mythologies and interpretations that resonate deeply with their
collective experience. The most prominent of these is the legend of Kawa the Blacksmith,
which recasts the Nowruz narrative as a story of Kurdish liberation from tyranny." Although
general Nowruz celebrations embrace themes like the return of spring and the victory of good
over evil °, for the Kurdish people, these themes are explicitly and inextricably linked to their
historical encounters with oppression and their enduring quest for freedom and
self-determination.” The incorporation of elements such as the Yezidi veneration of fire %°
further indicates a rich blending of various local and regional spiritual influences. This
demonstrates that the Kurdish people did not merely passively adopt Nowruz; they actively
molded and infused it with symbols and stories that reflect their unique identity, historical
consciousness, and enduring aspirations.

B. The Legend of Kawa (Kawayé Hesinkar): A Charter for Freedom

At the heart of Kurdish Nowruz beats the powerful legend of Kawa the Blacksmith (Kawayé
Hesinkar), a narrative that serves as a foundational myth and a potent symbol of liberation.
The Narrative:

The story recounts the reign of an evil and tyrannical Assyrian king named Zahak (referred to
as Zuhak by the Kurds).1 Zahak, who had conquered Iran, was afflicted with a horrifying
condition: two serpents grew from his shoulders, causing him unbearable pain.1 His cruel
dominion was so absolute that it was said spring itself ceased to visit Kurdistan during his



rule.1 To alleviate his suffering, Zahak demanded a daily sacrifice of two young men, whose
brains were then fed to his shoulder-serpents.1 However, a compassionate cook in Zahak's
palace, or in some versions Kawa himself or others, devised a way to spare some of the
condemned. By secretly substituting one or both of the human brains with those of sheep,
these individuals managed to save a portion of the youth.1 These spared young men, sent into
the mountains for safety, are often considered the ancestors of the Kurdish people.1

Into this grim reality steps Kawa, a humble blacksmith who had already suffered immense
personal loss, having seen many of his sons ° sacrificed to Zahak's monstrous appetite. When
the time came for his last child (a daughter in some versions) to be taken, Kawa resolved to
resist.?° He became the figurehead of a burgeoning rebellion, secretly training an army from
among the young men who had been saved from sacrifice.! On a fateful day, Kawa and his
followers stormed Zahak's castle. Armed with his blacksmith's hammer, Kawa confronted and
killed the tyrant king." Some versions of the legend also recount Kawa waving his blacksmith's
apron as a banner of victory.? To signal his triumph and rally his supporters, Kawa then
ascended the hillsides and lit massive bonfires. The very next day, spring triumphantly
returned to Kurdistan." March 20th is traditionally commemorated as the day Kawa
vanquished Zahak.!

Historical and Literary Context:

The Kawa legend is not an isolated tale but is rooted in broader ancient Iranian mythology. It
has been recounted and preserved in various historical and literary works, including the
General History by the scientist Dinawari, The Meadows of Gold by the Muslim historian
Masudi, the epic Persian poem Shahnameh (Book of Kings) written by Ferdowsi around 1000
AD, and the Sharafnameh by the medieval Kurdish historian Sherefxan Bidlisi.1 Ferdowsi's
version in the Shahnameh presents a slightly different narrative, where Kawa seeks the
assistance of Prince Faridoon (or Fereydun), a member of the royal Kayani dynasty, to
overthrow Zahak. In this account, it is Faridoon who ultimately imprisons Zahak and waves
Kawa's apron in victory.20

Enduring Symbolism:

Regardless of its variations, the legend of Kawa the Blacksmith is imbued with profound and
enduring symbolism for the Kurdish people. It represents their deliverance from tyranny and
serves as a powerful testament to Kurdish strength, resilience, and distinct cultural identity.1
Kawa is universally hailed as a figurehead of resistance, embodying courage, the unwavering
pursuit of freedom, and the triumph of good over evil.2 The story is a constant reminder that
even in the face of overwhelming oppression, unity and bravery can lead to liberation and
renewal.21

The Kawa legend operates as a particularly resonant political allegory, extending its influence
far beyond its ancient mythological origins. It has become a continuously reinterpreted and
revitalized narrative that directly informs and fuels contemporary Kurdish aspirations for
self-determination and their ongoing resistance against perceived oppressors. The core of
the legend—the liberation of a people from a cruel and foreign tyrant '—finds powerful
echoes in the historical and current experiences of the Kurdish people, who have long
navigated the complexities of statelessness and struggled against various forms of political



and cultural suppression.” Kurds explicitly draw upon this legend "to remind themselves that
they are a different, strong people" and embrace it as a "symbol of freedom".! The act of
lighting bonfires, a central Nowruz ritual, is directly linked to Kawa's signal fires of victory and
is often described as a "demonstration of support for the Kurdish cause" " and an act of
"defiance against the forces that seek to extinguish Kurdish identity".?? The identification of
the tyrant Zahak as foreign, often Assyrian ', further allows the legend to be mapped onto
various historical and contemporary contexts of external domination. Therefore, the Kawa
legend is not a static myth confined to the past; it is a dynamic and living ideological tool.
Each retelling, each celebratory bonfire, reinforces its relevance to current political realities,
making it a potent narrative for mobilizing collective identity and asserting political claims. The
detail that Kawa, in most versions, refuses to become king himself after defeating Zahak *°
adds another layer of meaning, potentially symbolizing a liberation led by the people rather
than an elite, further enhancing its populist appeal and its utility as a narrative of grassroots
resistance.

Il. Core Traditions and Rituals: The Heartbeat of
Nowruz

A. The Primacy of Fire: A Beacon of Freedom and Renewal

The lighting of fires, particularly on the eve of Nowruz, typically March 20th or 21st, stands as
the preeminent and most visually arresting symbol of the festival for the Kurdish people.
These flames are not mere illuminations but are deeply imbued with layers of meaning,
reflecting both ancient spiritual beliefs and historical-political narratives.

Meanings Embodied in Flame:

The Nowruz fire is a multifaceted symbol. Primarily, it represents defiance and liberation,
directly linked to the bonfires Kawa the Blacksmith lit to announce his victory over the tyrant
Zahak.1 As such, it embodies freedom from oppression and the enduring spirit of resistance.1
The fire also signifies renewal and purification. It marks the symbolic passing of winter's
darkness and heralds the arrival of spring's light and warmth.1 This connects to ancient
Zoroastrian beliefs where fire is a symbol of divine light, goodness, and a purifying agent.1
Furthermore, the flames carry connotations of hope and resistance, a beacon against
adversity.13

Ritual Practices:

The ritual lighting of fires is a communal act. Bonfires are kindled in prominent locations, often
on hilltops and mountains, but also on the roofs of houses and in public squares, ensuring
their visibility and collective impact.1 A widespread and significant tradition associated with
these fires is the act of jumping over the flames.1 This practice is deeply symbolic,
representing the casting off of the old year's negativities, sickness, and misfortunes. By
leaping through the fire, participants aim to step into the new year imbued with strength,
health, and good fortune.11 This ritual is sometimes accompanied by chants such as "Zardiya
min ji te, soriya te ji min" ("My yellowness (sickness) to you, your redness (health/vitality) to



me"), although 25 attributes this chant more broadly within Nowruz fire-jumping customs.
The ritualistic use of fire in Kurdish Nowruz, especially when enacted in public and often
politically charged spaces, elevates an ancient symbol of purification and renewal to a
powerful, contemporary political statement of presence, resilience, and cultural endurance.
While fire in Zoroastrian tradition holds ancient connotations of purity and the vanquishing of
evil ", for the Kurdish people, this symbolism is inextricably interwoven with the Kawa legend's
narrative of liberation, where fires signaled freedom.! Consequently, in regions where Kurdish
identity and cultural expressions have faced suppression, such as in Turkey, Iran, and Syria
prior to recent shifts, the very public act of lighting large bonfires ' transcends a mere festive
gesture. It becomes an open and visible act of defiance, a reclaiming of public space for the
assertion of Kurdish cultural identity. These fires are not lit simply for warmth or illumination;
they are "torches" of defiance %2, making an unmistakable statement about identity and
resistance that is difficult for authorities or dominant cultures to ignore. Thus, the symbolism
of the Nowruz fire is amplified from a general motif of seasonal renewal to a specific and
potent assertion of Kurdish national consciousness and unwavering resilience in the face of
adversity.

B. Communal Celebrations: Weaving the Social Fabric

Nowruz is fundamentally a communal festival, characterized by widespread participation and
activities that reinforce social bonds and collective identity." It is a time when people actively
come together to welcome the arrival of spring. Family gatherings are central, with reunions
and visits to friends and relatives being customary practices that strengthen kinship ties and
community connections.”

Outdoor festivities are a significant aspect of Nowruz. Picnics in the countryside are a
cherished tradition, allowing families and communities to immerse themselves in nature,
celebrate the rejuvenation of the land, and enjoy the fresh growth of spring." This practice has
deep historical roots, as evidenced by the 17th-century Kurdish poet Ahmad Khani, who
described how people, both youth and elderly, would leave their homes and gather in the
countryside to celebrate Nowruz.! Another important communal tradition is the remembrance
of ancestors. Visiting and tending to the graves of relatives is a practice observed during
Nowruz.? In Iranian Kurdistan, this often takes place on the last Friday of the year. Families visit
cemeteries, bringing offerings such as dates, halva, or traditional local cookies like
"Borsagh".?* This act is not only one of remembrance but is also believed to honor the spirits
of the deceased, who, according to some beliefs, may return to their homes during this
period.?*

The profound emphasis on communal and intergenerational activities during Nowruz
underscores its critical role in fostering social cohesion and transmitting cultural memory.
These functions are particularly vital for a people like the Kurds, who have historically been
stateless and have faced persistent pressures aimed at assimilation, thereby lacking a unified
state apparatus to formally preserve and promote their distinct cultural identity.” Nowruz
celebrations are inherently collective: they involve family gatherings, large community events,



public dances, and shared rituals.' These gatherings are characterized by the sharing of
traditional foods, music, stories, and rituals, all of which create powerful shared experiences
that bind the community together and reinforce a collective sense of belonging." The tradition
of visiting elders ?® and the poignant act of remembering ancestors through grave visits °
explicitly link different generations, fostering a sense of historical continuity and shared
heritage. In the absence of formal state-sponsored mechanisms for cultural preservation,
these communal Nowruz practices become essential informal vehicles for cultural
reproduction, the intergenerational transmission of values and traditions, and the powerful
affirmation of a collective "Kurdishness."

C. Expressions of Cultural Identity: Performance and Symbolism

Nowruz serves as a vibrant stage for the expression of Kurdish cultural identity through
various performative and symbolic acts. These expressions are not merely decorative but are
deeply meaningful affirmations of heritage and belonging.

1. Traditional Kurdish Attire (Cil G bergén Kurdji):

The donning of traditional, often brightly colored, Kurdish clothing is a quintessential and
visually striking feature of Nowruz celebrations.1 This attire is more than just costume; it is a
proud emblem of Kurdish identity, tradition, cultural pride, and historical continuity.2

Specific garments vary by region and gender but share common elements of craftsmanship
and vibrancy. For women, traditional attire often includes the Kawa, a long, flowing coat
frequently adorned with intricate embroidery; the Krass, a dress typically made from luxurious
fabrics like silk or velvet and embellished with shimmering sequins and embroidery; Jli Kurd,
the general term for traditional dress; and the Klaw, an ornate headpiece that varies
significantly by region and can symbolize social status and personal style.® Men's traditional
clothing commonly features Shal u Shepik, distinctive baggy trousers designed for freedom of
movement, usually paired with a shirt and a jacket; the Peshtwen, a long, wide cloth belt
wrapped around the waist, adding a sense of formality; and a Turban or Klaw, a headpiece
whose style can denote regional affiliation or family heritage.?

While detailed symbolism for specific colors worn during Nowruz is not extensively covered for
Kurdish attire in the provided materials, broader Nowruz fashion, often influenced by Persian
traditions, associates colors like green with nature and renewal, turquoise with heritage and
tranquility, and gold or red with grandeur and energy.*° For Kurds, however, the very act of
wearing traditional dress during Nowruz is a powerful statement in itself, an assertion of
identity and cultural continuity.” In Rojhilat (East Kurdistan, Iran), the choice by many to wear
the Jamanah (a traditional head wrap) and khaki-colored clothing has taken on explicit
political symbolism, becoming a gesture of defiance and solidarity, often linked to the attire of
Peshmerga fighters.” Men's scarf colors can also carry meaning, with black, gray, and white
being common, while members of the Barzani tribe and Yezidis often wear red and white
checkered scarves.?’ Clothing styles exhibit significant regional diversity across Kurdistan, for
example, between Sulaymaniyah and Erbil, or distinguishing Kurmanji-speaking areas from
Sorani-speaking ones.? The Sorani style of dress, characterized by layers and often vibrant
fabrics, is widely worn.?’



2. Music and Dance:

Music and dance are integral and joyous components of Nowruz festivities, performed
enthusiastically by both men and women, often in communal circles that symbolize unity and
collective celebration.1 Specific traditional Kurdish dances frequently performed during
Nowruz include the lively Halparke 13 and the Dabke.12 While the term "Sema" is mentioned in
the context of Sufi whirling meditation, particularly in Turkish settings 31, its direct and distinct
connection to Kurdish folk dances performed specifically at Nowruz is not explicitly detailed in
these sources beyond the general observation of dance at celebrations.

Traditional musical accompaniment is provided by characteristic Kurdish instruments. These
include the daf (a large frame drum), the tanbur (a long-necked lute) *, the dahol (a large
double-headed drum), and the zurna (a powerful oboe-like wind instrument).”® The resonant
sounds of these instruments create an evocative atmosphere for the dances and celebrations.
Alongside these traditional forms, modern Kurdish folk songs are also commonly played,
reflecting the evolving nature of cultural expression.'

3. Poetry, Storytelling, and Games:

The oral and literary arts also find a prominent place in Nowruz celebrations. The reading and
recitation of poetry is a common and cherished activity, connecting contemporary Kurds with
their rich literary heritage.1 Esteemed Kurdish poets such as Melayé Ciziri (1570-1640) and
Ahmad Khani (17th century) have eloquently referenced Nowruz in their works, linking the
festival to timeless themes of love, hope, the rejuvenation of nature, and the dawning of a new
era for the Kurdish people.1

A specific tradition in Iranian Kurdistan is Nowruzkhwani (s> 55,33, an old custom where
families and communities would gather to listen to a storyteller narrate the Nowruznameh
(Book of Nowruz), a practice akin to the recitation of the epic Shahnameh. Sadly, this tradition
of Nowruz storytelling is reported to be fading in many areas, even in some villages.?*
Traditional games provide entertainment and foster a spirit of joyful competition during
Nowruz.! One popular game, particularly in Iranian Kurdistan, is Hilke Shekini (x5 45lw),
which involves egg tapping or breaking. This game is played with boiled eggs, often colored
for the occasion. Two main methods exist: in one, players tap their eggs against each other,
and the owner of the egg that cracks loses it to the opponent; in another variation, players
arrange a number of eggs, and the individual whose egg remains uncracked after rounds of
tapping wins all the broken eggs.?* Another custom mentioned is the smashing of pottery, an
act believed to bring good luck for the new year.'

Table 1: Key Symbols in Kurdish Nowruz and Their Meanings

Symbol Meaning Supporting Sources

Fire/Bonfire Light, purification, defiance of |
evil/tyranny, freedom, passing
of winter, arrival of spring,
resistance, hope

Kawa the Blacksmith Liberation, Kurdish strength, [
resistance against oppression




Traditional Kurdish Clothing
(general)

Cultural identity, heritage,
resilience, pride

Khaki clothing / Jamanah
(Rojhelat)

Defiance, solidarity with
Peshmerga, resistance

Jumping over fire

Purification, leaving behind
negativity, stepping into new
year with strength/good
fortune

Reshteh Polo (Noodle Rice)

Hope for taking control of
one's affairs in the new year
(Iranian Kurdistan)

D4

Samanu (Sweet Wheat
Pudding)

Strength, patience,
abundance, blessing, power

Sabzeh (Sprouted Greens)

Renewal, rebirth, growth,

nature's fresh start

Painted/Colored Eggs Fertility, renewal '3

The performance of these diverse cultural expressions—donning traditional attire, engaging in
communal dances, reciting poetry, and playing traditional games—during Nowruz, particularly
in public spheres, functions as a powerful form of "cultural insistence." This is not merely
passive celebration but a deliberate and collective enactment of identity that actively
reclaims, reasserts, and revitalizes Kurdish heritage. This is especially significant in contexts
where Kurdish culture and identity have faced historical and ongoing attempts at assimilation
or outright erasure.! The public nature of Nowruz gatherings, filled with these distinct Kurdish
cultural markers ', transforms the festival into a highly visible platform for this assertion. The
act of wearing specific attire, such as the Jamanah and khaki colors in Rojhelat, is explicitly
understood as an act of defiance and solidarity.? Therefore, these performative elements are
not just reflections of culture but active contributions to its sustenance and prominence. They
are a way for the Kurdish people to collectively declare, "We are here, this is who we are," a
message that resonates with particular potency when such expressions have been forbidden,
discouraged, or systematically marginalized. The noted decline of certain oral traditions like
Nowruzkhwani % further underscores the importance of these active, performative assertions
for the preservation and transmission of other vital aspects of Kurdish cultural heritage.

lll. Culinary Aspects of Kurdish Nowruz: Feasting for a
New Beginning

A. The Centrality of Food in Nowruz

The preparation and sharing of special foods are integral to the celebration of Nowruz among
Kurds, embodying themes of abundance, renewal, and the communal joy that characterizes
the New Year.! Festive meals bring families and friends together, reinforcing social bonds and



creating shared memories around the table.’

B. Symbolic Dishes and Their Meanings

A variety of dishes, many laden with symbolic meaning, grace Kurdish tables during Nowruz.
Some are shared with the broader Persianate cultural sphere that also celebrates Nowruz,
while others have specific local significance.

Common Nowruz Foods (often shared with broader Persianate traditions, but
consumed by Kurds):

Sabzi Polo ba Mahi (Herbed Rice with Fish): This is a widely popular dish, often
consumed on Nowruz Eve. The herbs in the rice, such as cilantro, dill, parsley, and
chives, symbolize renewal and the greenness of spring, while the fish is traditionally
seen as a symbol of life and abundance.® In Iran, Caspian kutum (a white fish from the
Caspian Sea) is the preferred choice, but other types of white fish like cod or tilapia are
used in other regions where Caspian kutum is unavailable.®

Kookoo Sabzi (Herb Omelet): A vibrant green frittata-like dish packed with various
herbs, Kookoo Sabzi represents freshness, health, and prosperity for the new year.®
Ash Reshteh (Persian Noodle Soup): This hearty noodle soup, rich in herbs, beans,
and lentils, is often eaten on the 13th day of Nowruz (Sizdah Bedar). The noodles are
said to symbolize the twists and turns of life's journey and are eaten with the hope of
finding the right path and good fortune in the year ahead.®

Samanu (siew) / Semeni / Sumalak (Sweet Wheat Germ Pudding): This sweet, thick
pudding is made from germinated wheat and requires long, slow cooking, symbolizing
strength, patience, power, abundance, and blessings.® In Iranian Kurdistan, a special
Samanu Pazan ceremony involves women, often communally, preparing this dish. Some
local beliefs even associate Samanu with the dowry of Fatimah, the daughter of Prophet
Muhammad.?

Sabzeh (s » - Sprouted Greens): Sprouts of wheat, barley, or lentils are meticulously
grown in the weeks leading up to Nowruz. These verdant greens symbolize renewal,
rebirth, growth, and the fresh start of nature.® While Sabzeh is a key component of the
Haft-Seen table, the act of cultivating it is also a distinct pre-Nowruz activity in Iranian
Kurdistan.?*

Specific Kurdish Nowruz Foods and Preparations:

Reshteh Polo (s% 434, - Noodle Rice): In Iranian Kurdistan, this dish holds particular
significance and is often prepared for lunch on the first day of Nowruz. It is eaten with
the hope that family members will be able to take control of their affairs and destiny in
the coming year.? Variations of the dish exist, served with accompaniments like fried
onions and raisins, dates, fried chicken, or meatballs.?*

Klaneh (+3s): A special and beloved Kurdish bread, Klaneh is made with wild chives or
similar green onions, folded into a thin dough and cooked, often on a griddle (sa)). It is
traditionally prepared by women in Iranian Kurdistan as part of the Nowruz festivities.?
Nan-e Saji (a4 ¢¥): This is another type of local flatbread prepared in Iranian



Kurdistan, baked on a convex metal griddle known as a saj.*®

e Doyneh (4u32): Mentioned as a type of local soup enjoyed in Iranian Kurdistan during
this period.?

e Dolma: Stuffed vegetables (grape leaves, cabbage, peppers, etc.) are a popular dish,
often prepared by Kurdish women for the Sizdah Bedar outings on the 13th day of
Nowruz.%

e Boiled Local Plants: The arrival of spring brings forth various edible wild plants, which
are gathered and boiled, forming a simple yet cherished part of the Nowruz season's
diet in Kurdistan.?

e Khoresht Sabzi (Qurmeh Sabzi): In the western regions of Iran, including Kurdistan,
this rich herb stew, typically made with lamb, red kidney beans, and a variety of fresh
herbs, is considered a special dish for Nowruz. It symbolizes blessings, growth, and
abundance.*

e Other local dishes noted for Nowruz or the spring season in parts of Iranian Kurdistan
include Shola Geniye, Shorwa, Shal Kine, Garmaw, Reshte Ron, Yak Abe, Parshtin (a
Kurdish soup), rhubarb stew, garden turnip or sour turnip stew, and Beryan (Kurdish
kebab).?® In the Kermanshah region, Khoresht-e Kangr (artichoke stew, as artichoke is a
spring vegetable) and Sib Polo (apple rice) are also associated with Nowruz meals.*®

The Haft-Seen Table (cpwis):

The Haft-Seen table, a beautifully arranged display of seven symbolic items whose names
begin with the letter 'S' (u« - sin) in Persian, is a widespread and iconic Nowruz custom.6 The
seven primary items typically include: Sabzeh (sprouted greens for rebirth), Samanu (sweet
pudding for strength/abundance), Senjed (dried oleaster fruit for love/wisdom), Seer (garlic
for health/protection), Seeb (apple for beauty/health), Serkeh (vinegar for patience/wisdom
gained from experience), and Sumac (a reddish spice symbolizing sunrise and new
beginnings). It is worth noting that one source indicates the Haft-Seen table was not a
traditional custom in Kurdistan in ancient times but gained popularity after the Safavid era,
suggesting a later adoption or influence from broader Persian culture.26

C. Feasting and Sharing: The Social Role of Food

Beyond the symbolic dishes, the act of feasting and sharing food is paramount during
Nowruz. It is a time when hospitality is extended, and communities come together. Dried
fruits, nuts (often in a special mix called Ajil-e Moshkel Gosha, or problem-solving trail mix,
eaten for good fortune), and various sweets like baklava and noghl (sugar-coated almonds)
are also widely enjoyed and offered to guests.? These shared culinary experiences reinforce
social ties and embody the spirit of generosity and renewal that Nowruz represents.

The culinary practices of Kurdish Nowruz reveal a fascinating interplay between shared
regional traditions and unique local adaptations. Food during this festive period serves not
merely as sustenance but as a potent carrier of symbolic meaning, a vehicle for expressing
communal identity, and a repository of aspirations for a prosperous and fortunate new year.
Many of the Nowruz foods, such as Sabzi Polo ba Mahi, Samanu, and the cultivation of
Sabzeh, are common across diverse cultures that celebrate Nowruz, pointing to shared



historical roots or significant cross-cultural influences within the broader Persianate world.®
However, the distinct emphasis on specific local breads like Klaneh ¢, the particular cultural
significance attributed to Reshteh Polo in Iranian Kurdistan with its unique symbolism of taking
control of one's affairs 2, and the preparation of region-specific dishes such as Khoresht-e
Kangr in Kermanshah * highlight the rich tapestry of distinct Kurdish culinary expressions
intrinsically tied to the festival. Furthermore, ceremonies like the Samanu Pazan in Iranian
Kurdistan 26, which is often a communal activity led by women, underscore the deep social
embedding of food preparation that extends beyond the mere consumption of the final dish.
The observation that the Haft-Seen table may have become popular in Kurdistan at a later
stage % suggests an openness to incorporating broader traditions while simultaneously
maintaining and cherishing deeply rooted local ones. This dynamic combination indicates that
Kurdish Nowruz foodways are not static but constitute a living tradition, reflecting both a
connection to a wider cultural sphere and a strong, resilient sense of local identity and
culinary heritage.

IV. Regional Variations in Nowruz Celebrations: A
Tapestry of Customs

A. General Observation

While core elements such as the lighting of fires and communal gatherings are common
threads in Kurdish Nowruz celebrations across different regions, the festival also exhibits a
rich diversity of local peculiarities and specific customs.! This regional tapestry reflects the
varied historical experiences, local traditions, and socio-political contexts of Kurds living in
different parts of Greater Kurdistan.

B. Bashur (South Kurdistan - Iraq)

In South Kurdistan, which forms the Kurdistan Region of Irag, Nowruz is celebrated with great
enthusiasm. Bonfires are a central feature, lit on the eve of Nowruz, marking the transition to
the new year.' Cities such as Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, Dohuk, and Halabja host vibrant public
gatherings where people come together in traditional attire to celebrate with music and
dance.? The town of Akre, in particular, has gained renown as a "capital of Nowruz"."® Akre's
celebrations are famed for their spectacular torch-bearing processions, where thousands of
participants, including many from the Kurdish diaspora, carry burning torches up the
mountainsides in a breathtaking display of light and collective spirit."® These events are
characterized by people wearing colorful traditional Kurdish clothes, engaging in folk dances,
waving Kurdish flags, and the air filled with the sounds of traditional instruments like the dahol
(drum) and zurna (flute), alongside modern Kurdish folk songs." Remarkably, one such event
in Akre reportedly drew some 88,000 attendees, even when Nowruz coincided with the
Islamic month of Ramadan, underscoring the festival's profound cultural importance.'®



C. Rojhilat (East Kurdistan - Iran)

In East Kurdistan, located within Iran, Nowruz celebrations also prominently feature bonfires lit
on the eve of the festival, often on mountains and rooftops.' It is a common tradition for
families to venture into the countryside for picnics, dancing, and enjoying the revitalized
nature.?® East Kurdistan is particularly rich in specific folk rituals and games associated with
Nowruz, many of which have deep historical roots.?

Pre-Nowruz preparations are extensive, beginning about a month in advance. These include
thorough house cleaning (khaneh-takani), the preparation or purchase of new clothes,
women baking local breads such as Klaneh and Nan-e Saji, and men gathering firewood for
the Nowruz bonfires.? The cultivation of Sabzeh (sprouted greens) from grains like wheat,
chickpeas, lentils, or sesame is a meticulous process, with the sprouts often decorated with
red ribbons and sequins.? Shaking out carpets is another pre-Nowruz custom, believed to
help overcome the pains and misfortunes of the past year.?

The last Friday of the year is often dedicated to visiting the graves of deceased loved ones,
with families bringing offerings like dates, halva, or local cookies called "Borsagh".* Coloring
eggs is another cherished tradition, with natural dyes derived from onion skins, grape leaves,
straw, alum, or grape pomace used to create yellow, orange, brown, or pink hues. In some
areas, intricate patterns are achieved by wrapping eggs in patterned fabrics before boiling
them.?°

Chaharshanbe Suri (s« ) 52), the festival of the last Wednesday eve of the year, is celebrated
with particular fervor. Activities include lighting fires and jumping over them, gashog-zani
(spoon-banging, where children go door-to-door with spoons and bowls to receive treats),
burning wild rue (espand) for purification, breaking old water pots, shal-andazi
(shawl-dropping from rooftops for gifts), falgush (eavesdropping for omens), a pot omen
ritual (fal-e kuzeh), eating a special Chaharshanbe Suri soup, and engaging in Halparke
(Kurdish folk dance).?* Some communities also practice throwing out onions, old socks, and
broken dishes to ward off the evil eye.?® A related ritual is Koozeh Shekani (5 S - pot
breaking), where a clay pot containing ash (symbolizing misfortune), salt (for the evil eye), and
a coin (representing poverty) is rotated around family members' heads and then thrown from
the rooftop to dispel negativity.

Children in some urban and rural areas perform the He Laweh Me Laweh (s5Y 4s s 5¥ 4a) ritual
from before the last Wednesday until the New Year. Similar to gashoq-zani, they go
door-to-door reciting verses in Kurdish and receive gifts.?* Shal Andazi (s 3~ - shawl
dropping) is another custom, observed either on New Year's Eve or Chaharshanbe Suri, where
children and teenagers drop long, colorful shawls from rooftops, and homeowners place gifts
like sweets or money in them. The contents are then sometimes interpreted for fortune-telling
regarding the year ahead.?*

The tradition of Nowruzkhwani (s> 5,5 - Nowruz recitation), involving the storytelling of the
Nowruznameh, though historically significant, is now fading in many areas.?* Mir Mirin or Mir
Nowruzi (5505 % & crxse - Prince of Nowruz) was a comedic play, typically performed on



the first Wednesday of the new year, where a temporary "Mir" (leader) was chosen from the
common people to issue humorous orders. This custom was more prevalent during the era of
Khans and is less commonly seen today.?* Kouseh VeVi (s s 54 5S) or Kouseh Gardi (284w S -
Kouseh's outing) is another unique ritual involving costumed figures, notably the "Kouseh" (a
beardless, often comically grotesque character) and sometimes his "bride." They would go
door-to-door, performing, singing, and announcing the end of winter and the arrival of spring,
receiving gifts in return. This tradition, which symbolizes the death of winter and rebirth, has
seen some revival.?* The game of Hilke Shekini (5«3l - egg tapping) with boiled colored
eggs remains a popular pastime.?* The Samanu Pazan (23 s« - Samanu cooking ceremony)
is a significant undertaking, starting from mid-Esfand (March), where women soak wheat and
sesame seeds and cook Samanu in large pots over approximately 15 days, often involving
communal participation, dancing, and prayers.?

Notably, some villages in Rojhilat, such as Cheshmidar, commence their Nowruz celebrations
remarkably early, for instance, on March 5th (5 Esfand).?* Palangan village is also renowned
for its particularly vibrant Nowruz fire celebrations and communal festivities.?® Finally, Sizdah
Bedar (13 - w2 th day outing), on the thirteenth day of the new year, sees people flocking
to nature. They release their Sabzeh into running water, make wishes, play games, and enjoy
outdoor meals, often featuring Dolma. A specific ritual involves collecting thirteen pebbles,
reciting a prayer to ward off bad luck, and throwing the pebbles behind them before returning
home, symbolizing the casting away of misfortunes.™

D. Bakur (North Kurdistan - Turkey)

In North Kurdistan, within Turkey, Nowruz celebrations involve people gathering to light
bonfires and jump over them. These festivities are particularly prominent in Eastern Anatolia
but also occur in cities like Istanbul and Ankara, which have large Kurdish populations.’
Nowruz in Bakur has been intensely politicized due to a long history of persecution and
outright bans by the Turkish state.! For decades, any expression of Kurdish identity was
suppressed, and Nowruz was officially banned until 1992.7

Even after its partial legalization, the Turkish government attempted to co-opt and dilute its
Kurdish significance by promoting a Turkified spelling, “"Nevruz," and asserting its origins as
Central Asian rather than acknowledging its deep roots in Kurdish heritage and mythology.’
Following the foundation of the Turkish Republic in the 1920s, Kurdish language, culture, and
rituals, including Nowruz, were systematically suppressed as part of a nation-building process
centered on a singular Turkish identity. This led to bans on Kurdish names, traditional dress,
symbolic colors, and the celebration of Nowruz itself." The Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK)
historically chose the Nowruz festival period to stage attacks or make significant
announcements to gain publicity for their cause, which in turn led to Turkish security forces
detaining thousands of individuals perceived as supporters of Kurdish rebel movements.
Despite this history of suppression, millions of Kurds have participated in Nowruz celebrations
in cities like Diyarbakir (Amed) and Istanbul, transforming the festival into a powerful and
visible assertion of Kurdish identity and resilience.' Recent celebrations have even adopted



potent mottos such as "Time for victory" (Dem dema serkeftiné ye)."*
E. Rojava (West Kurdistan - Syria)

In West Kurdistan, located in Syria, Nowruz celebrations have a history marked by severe
restriction and suppression under the Baathist regime led by the Assad family.” For many
years, Kurdish cultural expression was strictly limited, and Nowruz celebrations were tightly
controlled, often forced into secrecy. Attempts to organize unsanctioned public gatherings
frequently met with violent repression from state security forces, tragically resulting in the
deaths of several Kurdish celebrants in incidents in 2008 and 2010.’

However, the political landscape began to change following the 2011 uprising and the
subsequent establishment of the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria
(AANES). In areas under AANES control, Kurds have gained significantly greater freedom to
celebrate Nowruz openly and joyously.” A particularly poignant date was March 21, 2015,
which not only marked Nowruz but also the liberation of the city of Kobani from the control of
ISIS, adding another layer of meaning to the festival as a symbol of resistance and rebirth.’
Contemporary Nowruz in Rojava is a vibrant, colorful, and communal event. It is characterized
by the lighting of bonfires, traditional music and dance, and the prominent and proud display
of Kurdish symbols and flags.” The festival has evolved into a day for fostering unity among
Kurds, especially with emerging hopes for intra-Kurdish dialogue and agreement in the wake
of regional political shifts.”

Table 2: Overview of Selected Regional Nowruz Practices in Kurdistan

Region Distinct Practices Supporting Sources

South Kurdistan (Irag/Bashur) [Eve of Nowruz bonfires; Large [
public gatherings with
traditional clothes, dance,
music in cities like Erbil, Akre;
Spectacular torch-bearing
processions, especially in Akre,
attracting large crowds and
diaspora Kurds.

East Kurdistan (Iran/Rojhilat)  [Eve of Nowruz bonfires; [
Picnics, dancing, giving boiled
painted eggs; Rich repertoire
of specific folk rituals:
INowruzkhwani (fading), Hilke
Shekini, Shal Andazi, Mir
Mirin/Mir Nowruzi (less
common now), Kouseh
VeVi/Kouseh Gardi (revived),
Samanu Pazan ceremony;
Early celebrations in some




villages (e.g., Cheshmidar,
Palangan); Extensive
Chaharshanbe Suri customs;
Sizdah Bedar traditions.

North Kurdistan (Turkey/Bakur) |Gathering for bonfires and i
jumping over them; Highly
politicized due to historical
suppression and bans (until
1992); State attempts to
rebrand as "Nevruz" and
detach from Kurdish identity;
Mass gatherings often
functioning as a form of
cultural and political assertion
and resistance against
assimilationist policies.

=T

West Kurdistan (Syria/Rojava) [Historically suppressed and
celebrated secretly under
Baathist regime; More open,
large-scale public celebrations
post-2011, especially in
AANES/Rojava administered
areas; Prominent display of
Kurdish symbols, flags,
bonfires, music, and dance,
becoming a symbol of
newfound freedoms and
cultural resurgence; March 21,
2015 (Kobani liberation) holds
special significance.

The diverse regional expressions of Nowruz offer a compelling illustration of how cultural
practices are intrinsically linked to and profoundly shaped by the surrounding political
landscape, as well as the degree of autonomy or oppression experienced by a community. For
instance, Iranian Kurdistan (Rojhilat), despite facing restrictions ?, has historically maintained
and documented a rich array of elaborate folk rituals such as Mir Mirin, Kouseh Gardi, and
Shal Andazi.** This suggests that in contexts where cultural space, however contested,
allowed for some continuity, older and more nuanced folk traditions could persist or find
avenues for revival.

In stark contrast, the narrative surrounding Nowruz in Turkey (Bakur) is overwhelmingly
dominated by its history of prohibition, intense politicization, and its potent role as a symbol of
resistance against state-enforced assimilation policies." Here, the emphasis in public
manifestations of Nowruz often shifts towards mass gatherings and the symbolic act of



celebration itself as a form of defiance, sometimes overshadowing the purely folkloric
elements in its overt expression. Similarly, in Syria (Rojava), the dramatic shift from
clandestine, suppressed Nowruz celebrations under the Assad regime to open, symbol-laden
festivities in the AANES-administered regions directly mirrors significant political changes and
the powerful assertion of Kurdish identity in newly autonomous zones.” This comparative lens
suggests that where cultural expression is less directly threatened with complete erasure, a
broader spectrum of older, more intricate folk traditions may endure or be more readily
revitalized. Conversely, where the very identity of a people is under severe and sustained
attack, the cultural festival tends to transform into a more direct and potent vehicle for
political assertion. While core symbols like the fire and the Kawa legend remain universally
potent, their performative context and the emphasis placed upon them can shift significantly
based on the prevailing political climate and the community's struggle for cultural survival and
recognition.

V. The Evolution and Socio-Political Significance of
Nowruz for Kurds: A Symbol Forged in Struggle

A. Nowruz as an Emblem of Kurdish Identity and Resistance

For the Kurdish people, Nowruz transcends its ancient origins as a spring festival; it is a
deeply resonant emblem of their cultural identity, unwavering resilience, communal unity, and
rich historical heritage.? It is often described as a "declaration of existence" and a powerful
reaffirmation of a centuries-old struggle for freedom and self-determination.?? The festival
serves as a poignant annual reminder of the sacrifices made throughout history for the
attainment of Kurdish rights and the aspiration for independence.? Consequently, the
celebration of Nowruz is widely perceived and practiced as a tangible way of demonstrating
support for the broader Kurdish cause and asserting a distinct national consciousness.’

B. A History of Suppression and Its Consequences

The path of Nowruz celebrations in Kurdish lands has been fraught with periods of severe
suppression by states aiming to assimilate or control their Kurdish populations. This history of
repression has profoundly shaped the festival's meaning and its role in Kurdish society.
Turkey:

In Turkey, the persecution of any overt expression of Kurdish identity led to a revival of Nowruz
that was increasingly intense and politicized. The festival became a potent symbol of Kurdish
resurrection and a vehicle for expressing and reasserting a suppressed identity.1 By the late
1980s, Nowruz was primarily associated with these attempts to reclaim and revitalize Kurdish
culture.1 The Turkish state officially banned Nowruz celebrations until 1992.7 Even after this
partial legalization, the government sought to dilute its Kurdish significance by imposing the
Turkified spelling "Nevruz" and promoting an alternative narrative that traced its origins to
Central Asia, thereby attempting to detach it from Kurdish heritage and mythology.7 This was
part of a broader policy, established with the founding of the Turkish Republic in the 1920s, to



suppress Kurdish language, culture, and rituals, including Nowruz, in an effort to forge a
monolithic "Turkish" nation-state. This era saw bans on Kurdish names, traditional dress,
symbolic colors, and the celebration of Nowruz itself.14 Furthermore, the Kurdistan Workers'
Party (PKK) strategically chose the Nowruz festival period for staging attacks or making
significant political statements to garner publicity for their cause. This, in turn, often led to
harsh responses from Turkish security forces, including the detention of thousands of
individuals perceived as supporters of Kurdish movements.1

Iran:

In Iran, while Nowruz (often spelled Nowruz in Persian) is recognized as a nationwide holiday,
Kurdish communities have historically faced, and continue to face, restrictions on their
specific cultural expressions during the festival.7 For instance, the traditional Kurdish practice
of men and women dancing together in communal folk dances, a hallmark of Kurdish Nowruz,
is often frowned upon or restricted by the Islamist government.7 Iranian authorities have also
been known to crack down on the display of overt Kurdish national symbols during Nowruz
celebrations, sometimes requiring the display of Iranian flags and prohibiting Kurdish national
imagery. In some cases, Nowruz gatherings in Kurdish-majority regions have been violently
dispersed, and participants have faced arrests and increased repression.7 The Iranian state
tends to view large, independent Kurdish Nowruz celebrations with suspicion, fearing they
could evolve into anti-regime demonstrations or serve as a platform for asserting a distinct
Kurdish identity that challenges the state's Persian-centric national narrative.15 In a recent
example from 2025, hundreds of Kurdish youth were reportedly summoned or arrested for
wearing traditional Kurdish attire in connection with Newroz festivities.15

Syria:

Under the Baathist regime in Syria, Kurdish cultural expression, including the celebration of
Nowruz, was subjected to strict limitations and often outright suppression.7 Prior to the 2011
uprising, Nowruz celebrations were tightly controlled by the state, and any attempts to
organize unsanctioned public gatherings were frequently met with violent repression.
Tragically, in 2008 and 2010, state security forces killed several Kurdish celebrants during
such crackdowns.7

C. Politicization, Revival, and Enduring Spirit

The association of Nowruz with Kurdish identity became increasingly pronounced from the
1950s onwards, as Kurds in the Middle East and those in the growing diaspora began to adopt
and emphasize it as a distinct national tradition.” The first Nowruz celebration with an
explicitly political context in Turkey is recorded as having taken place in the district of Silvan
(Fargin) in 1970." A pivotal and tragic event that further cemented Nowruz's political
significance was the self-immolation of Mazlum Dogan, a founding member of the PKK, on
Nowruz day, March 21, 1982. Dogan took his life in the notorious Diyarbakir Prison in protest
against the cruel and inhumane treatment of political prisoners, an act that transformed him
into a martyr and inextricably linked Nowruz with the Kurdish struggle for rights and dignity."
Through these trials and transformations, Nowruz has come to embody powerful themes of
renewal, liberation, and the triumph of justice over oppression. These themes resonate



profoundly with the historical and ongoing Kurdish struggle for recognition, cultural survival,
and peace.’ The festival, particularly its central symbol of fire, represents the flame of Kurdish
spirit and identity that refuses to be extinguished, despite decades of repression and
attempts at assimilation.’

The systematic efforts by various states to suppress, control, or co-opt Kurdish Nowruz have,
perhaps paradoxically, played a significant role in transforming the festival from what might
have been a primarily seasonal and cultural celebration into an exceptionally potent symbol of
political resistance and national consciousness. Initially an ancient spring festival with deep
cultural and mythological roots ', Nowruz became a target for states like Turkey, Iran, and
Syria, which have historically sought to assimilate or marginalize distinct Kurdish identity.! As a
highly visible, communal, and cherished expression of Kurdish culture, Nowruz naturally drew
the attention of assimilationist policies, leading to outright bans, severe restrictions, and
attempts to redefine or appropriate the festival, such as the promotion of "Nevruz" in Turkey
with an altered historical narrative.!

However, these acts of suppression, rather than diminishing the festival's importance, often
had the opposite effect. They led to the revival of Nowruz becoming "more intense and

politicized".! The festival evolved into a direct and powerful platform for "attempts to express

and resurrect the Kurdish identity"." Politically charged events, such as Mazlum Dogan's
protest in Diyarbakir Prison ', explicitly linked Nowruz to the armed struggle, political
imprisonment, and the fight for fundamental human rights, further imbuing the festival with
profound political meaning. Consequently, state actions intended to weaken Kurdish identity
by targeting Nowruz inadvertently strengthened its role as a central and defiant symbol of
that very identity and the unwavering resistance to its erasure. It became, as one source aptly

puts it, a "declaration of existence" for the Kurdish people.?

VI. Kurdish Nowruz in the Contemporary Era:
Continuity and Adaptation

A. Celebrations in the Diaspora: Keeping the Flame Alive Abroad

The Kurdish diaspora, spread across numerous countries, plays a vital role in the preservation
and continuation of Nowruz traditions. Communities in the European Union, including cities
like London, Berlin, Stockholm, and Paris, as well as in the United States, Canada, and
Australia, actively organize and honor Nowruz with festivals, cultural events, and communal
gatherings.? These celebrations serve multiple crucial functions: they are a means to preserve
and promote Kurdish culture, to transmit traditions and heritage to younger generations born
and raised outside of Kurdistan, and to foster a strong sense of community identity and
solidarity among Kurds living far from their ancestral homeland.?

Organizations such as the Kurdish Cultural Center of lllinois exemplify these efforts. This
center, and others like it, view Nowruz not only as a cultural holiday but also as a unifying
force for Kurds and, significantly, as an "act of resistance" aimed at preserving their culture in



the face of historical and ongoing challenges.? These diaspora celebrations often focus on
core Nowruz traditions, including the wearing of national dress, the proud display of Kurdish
colors and flags, communal gatherings filled with traditional music and dance, the symbolic
lighting of bonfires, and festive picnics. Such events take on added significance given that
Kurds in some parts of their homeland are still not "100% free to celebrate it," making the
diaspora's role in upholding these traditions even more critical.?

B. Modern Influences, Preservation, and Challenges

In the contemporary era, Kurdish Nowruz continues to evolve, influenced by modern
technologies and facing new challenges, while steadfastly maintaining its core symbolism and
cultural importance.

Role of Media and Technology:

Modern media and communication technologies have become powerful tools in the
celebration and dissemination of Nowruz traditions. Kurdish satellite television channels, such
as Newroz TV, and the internet play a crucial role in representing and promoting Kurdish
identity, broadcasting Nowruz festivities, sharing cultural programs, and fostering a sense of
unity among Kurds across geographical and political borders.12 Newroz TV, for instance, has
been noted for defining Kurdish nationalism in part through its distinction from the national
identities of neighboring states.39 Social media platforms have also emerged as significant
arenas for mobilizing Kurds for Nowruz celebrations, sharing information and images, and
showcasing cultural pride. This is particularly impactful in regions where physical gatherings
face repression or restrictions, allowing for virtual participation and solidarity.15 The "Newrozi
Khaposhi" (khaki-wearing Nowruz) movement in Rojhelat, for example, gained considerable
prominence and participation through social media campaigns.22

Enduring Symbolism and Hopes:

Despite the passage of time and changing circumstances, Nowruz continues to be a profound
symbol of hope, renewal, unity, peace, and prosperity for the Kurdish people.2 It remains a
vital occasion for reflecting on Kurdish heritage, celebrating cultural achievements, and
reaffirming the ongoing struggle for identity, rights, and autonomy.2 Recent Nowruz
celebrations in Syria, taking place amidst significant political shifts and following the
unseating of the Assad regime, have been particularly imbued with hopes for a brighter
future, including the constitutional recognition of Kurdish rights and greater
self-determination.7

Contemporary Challenges:

The celebration of Nowruz is not without its contemporary challenges. Political instability
across the Middle East continues to impact the ability of Kurds to celebrate freely and safely
in some areas.11 Economic hardships, exacerbated by factors such as sanctions (for example,
in Iran), can make it increasingly difficult for families to afford the necessities for traditional
Nowruz celebrations, including special foods and new clothes.11 Moreover, ethnic tensions
and nationalist backlash against Kurdish Nowruz celebrations regrettably persist in some
regions. This includes instances of friction with Azeri nationalists in areas like Urmia, Iran, and
the propagation of anti-Kurdish rhetoric by certain Iranian opposition figures who seek to



deny or diminish the Kurdish connection to Nowruz.15

Preservation Efforts:

Efforts to preserve and promote Nowruz traditions extend beyond diaspora organizations.
Academic institutions, such as the University of Duhok in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, are
involved in broader cultural heritage preservation projects. These initiatives include
documenting the endangered cultural heritage of various Iragi communities, which indirectly
supports the environment in which traditions like Nowruz can be better understood and
valued.41 Furthermore, the revival and strengthening of the Kurdish language and other
cultural practices in regions like Rojava (Syria) are intrinsically linked to the ability to celebrate
foundational traditions like Nowruz freely and authentically, ensuring their transmission to
future generations.7

In an increasingly globalized and digitally interconnected world, Kurdish Nowruz is
demonstrably evolving into a transnational cultural phenomenon. Diaspora communities,
empowered by digital platforms, now play an exceptionally critical role in its preservation,
ongoing reinterpretation, and mobilization for collective expression. This global reach often
serves as a powerful counter-narrative to state-controlled media and historical erasure that
may occur in parts of the Kurdish homelands. The Kurdish diaspora is substantial and
geographically dispersed 2, and these communities are highly active in organizing Nowruz
events specifically to maintain cultural continuity and pass traditions to new generations.
Modern communication technologies, including satellite television, the internet, and a plethora
of social media applications, effectively transcend state borders and can bypass traditional
mechanisms of censorship.™ Kurdish media outlets, such as Newroz TV, and dynamic social
media campaigns, like the "Newrozi Khaposhi" initiative %, actively shape and disseminate
narratives about Nowruz that reinforce Kurdish identity and historical consciousness. This
creates a vibrant feedback loop: celebrations and activism in the diaspora, amplified online,
can inspire and reinforce Nowruz observance in the homelands, particularly in areas where it
faces restrictions. It also contributes to the formation of a global Kurdish consciousness
centered around shared cultural touchstones like Nowruz. Therefore, the transmission and
vitality of Nowruz are no longer solely dependent on localized, traditional modes of
intergenerational transfer. It has become a digitally-mediated and globalized expression of
identity, remarkably capable of resisting state suppression and fostering a unified cultural
front across diverse geographical locations and political contexts.

Conclusion

Kurdish Nowruz, the "New Day," stands as an undeniable cornerstone of Kurdish heritage, a
festival deeply interwoven with the collective historical memory, cultural vibrancy, political
aspirations, and enduring identity of the Kurdish people.! It is far more than a mere marking of
the New Year or the arrival of spring; it is a profound annual reaffirmation of "Kurdishness"
itself, laden with layers of meaning accumulated over millennia.

The journey of Nowruz traditions among Kurds is a testament to their resilience and
adaptability. From its ancient origins in spring equinox rituals and potent mythological
narratives, most notably the legend of Kawa the Blacksmith liberating his people from tyranny,



Nowruz has evolved into a powerful, contemporary symbol of freedom, resistance, and
cultural continuity. It has weathered centuries of challenges, including periods of intense
suppression and deliberate attempts at cultural assimilation, yet its core symbols, particularly
the emblematic fire of renewal and defiance, continue to burn brightly.

The adaptability of Nowruz traditions is evident in how they are passionately celebrated not
only across the diverse regions of Kurdistan, each with its unique local customs, but also by
the vibrant global Kurdish diaspora. These communities, often leveraging modern means of
communication and organization, ensure that the spirit of Nowruz transcends borders and
generations. The festival continues to serve as a unifying force for Kurds worldwide, carrying
their collective hopes for peace, recognition, and a brighter future.? The simple yet profound
greeting, "Newroz Piroz Be!" (Happy Nowruz!), encapsulates this enduring spirit of optimism
and cultural pride, echoing through mountains, cities, and digital spaces alike, heralding not
just a new season, but the perennial promise of renewal and the unyielding strength of a
people.®
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