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Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Kurdistan

MİCHİEL LEEZENBERG

ABSTRACT
This paper provides some analytical and historical background to questions of orthodoxy and
heterodoxy in Kurdistan. First, it discusses some theoretical questions concerning the
applicability of the orthodox-heterodox concept pair, and some attempts at defining Islamic
orthodoxy; it emphasizes the need to attend to questions of power, and to take seriously the
radical changes between premodern and modern formations of Islam. In a next step, the paper
examines religious developments in the Kurdish-inhabited regions of the early modern and
modern Ottoman empire. In the nineteenth century, heterodoxy and religious minorities became
objects of concern to Ottoman authorities. At the same time, a new rivalry between the
Wahhabî and the Khalidiyya-Nashbandî movements appears to have emerged. Questions of
orthodoxy and heterodoxy were radically redefined in the new post-Ottoman nation states. This
also explains the very different trajectories of religious minorities in modern Turkey and Iraq.
As a result, developments like IS, which are often discussed in theological terms of Islamic
orthodoxy, may be better explained in terms of modern mechanisms of power, in particular the
centralising tendencies of the nation state and the persistent influence of Leninist and Stalinist
ideas and tactics.
ABSTRACT
Dieser Beitrag bietet analytische und historische Hintergründe zur Frage von Orthodoxie und
Heterodoxie in Kurdistan. In einem ersten Schritt diskutiert der Beitrag einige theoretische
Fragen bezüglich der Verwendbarkeit des konzeptionellen Begriffspaars orthodox-heterodox,
ebenso wie einige Versuche, die islamische Orthodoxie zu definieren. Betont wird dabei die
Notwendigkeit, auch Fragen der Machtverhältnisse einzubeziehen und die radikalen
Veränderungen zwischen prämodernen und modernen Formen des Islams ernst zu nehmen. In
einem zweiten Schritt untersucht der Beitrag religiöse Entwicklungen in den von KurdInnen
bewohnten Regionen des frühmodernen Osmanischen Reiches. Im 19. Jahrhundert wurden
Heterodoxien und religiöse Minderheiten Objekte der Sorge der Osmanischen Autoritäten.
Gleichzeitig entstanden neue Rivalitäten zwischen Wahhabiten und Khalidiyya-NashbandîBewegungen. In den post-osmanischen Nationalstaaten hingegen wurden Fragen der
Orthodoxie und Heterodoxie radikal neu definiert. Dies erklärt auch die sehr unterschiedlichen
Entwicklungen religiöser Minderheiten in der modernen Türkei und im Irak. Folglich sollten
Entwicklungen wie der IS, die oft in theologischen Begriffen der islamischen Orthodoxie
diskutiert werden, eher im Kontext moderner Machtmechanismen betrachtet werden,
insbesondere im Kontext von Zentralisierungstendenzen des Nationalstaates und anhaltender
Einflüsse leninistischer und stalinistischer Ideen und Taktiken.
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Orthodoxy and heterodoxy in Islam: theoretical perspectives
The concepts of orthodoxy and heterodoxy have a specifically Christian theological
background, and hence their applicability to non-Christian settings should not be
taken for granted. In this contribution, I will briefly discuss the status of this concept
pair as applied to the Islamic world; more specifically, I will discuss their relevance to
the discipline of Kurdish Studies. In this context, as I will emphasise, it is crucial to
distinguish between the premodern and early modern Ottoman Empire on the one
hand, and the modern world of nation states on the other.
Islam may have originated from, and in part developed in dialogue with, the
monotheistic faiths of Judaism and Christianity. Nevertheless, it has very different
norms of correctness and institutions for reproducing the faith. There is no one
category in Classical Arabic that corresponds to the Christian notion of ‘orthodoxy’,
nor is there a single authoritative person or institution that could even define any
such thing as ‘orthodox Islam’ itself. This is due, in part, to the absence of both a
supreme religious authority, like a pope or a patriarch, and of anything corresponding to the institution of the church that is specific to historical Christianity: a
centralised, hierarchical organisational structure. In theory, of course, (Sunnî)
Muslims recognised the worldly and spiritual leadership of the caliph; but for
centuries, this authority was largely fictional, and for later centuries, it was nonexistent. But despite this supposed authority of the caliphate, the Islamic world knew,
and still knows, neither a centralised institution like a church nor a universally
accepted religious hierarchy. Therefore, any normative questions of what is
considered ‘correct’ belief and practice in the Islamic world have been formulated,
and decided, in terms and ways very different from the Christian world.
From early on, Sunnî scholars recognised the existence of four legitimate, or
‘orthodox’, madhâhib or ‘schools of law’. In later centuries, the legitimacy of Shi‘ite
Islam was widely recognised in the guise of a fifth or ‘Ja‘farî’ madhhab. This is not to
say, of course, that they lacked the means of distinguishing and discussing questions
of orthodoxy, heterodoxy and sectarianism. The normative vocabulary of classical
Islamic learning on matters of religion is familiar enough. With terms like kufr for
‘unbelief’, zandaqa for ‘materialism’ (often a coded way of referring to
Manichaeism), shirk for ‘polytheism’ or bid‘a for ‘heretic innovation’, Muslim
religious scholars could and did talk about correct forms and deviations from the
faith in unabashedly normative terms. In fact, Shahrastani’s famous heresiography,
the Kitâb al-milal wa’l-nihal (The Book of Religions and Sects), is exceptional
among medieval texts in that it consistently, and apparently quite consciously, avoids
such normative vocabulary in its description of the different sects of the Islamic
world.1 Perhaps the most widespread Islamic expression for heterodoxy is ghuluww,
or ‘exaggeration’. This term, however, was not applied to heterodox individuals,
There is no English translation of the full text of al-Shahrastani’s work; for a French
rendering, see i.a. Gimaret 1986, 1993.
1
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ideas, or practices in general, but more specifically to (groups of) Shi‘ites that were
seen as taking the tenets of Twelver Shi‘ite Islam to extremes. The ghulât, or
‘extremist Shi‘ites’, were accused of deifying imam ‘Ali of believing in humans as
divine incarnations, or of believing in the reincarnation or transmigration of
human souls, thus violating the monotheistic dogma of tawhid, that is, God’s
absolute unity and transcendence. Several of the smaller sectarian groups in
Kurdistan, like the Alevis, the Kâkâ’îs or Ahl-e Haqq and the Shabak, have a
background in heterodox Shi‘ism; hence, they can be, and have been called, ghulât.2
Although the vocabulary in which different beliefs and practices are described is
clearly normative, the authority on which such normative judgments are based is a
rather more complex and contested matter. There is no one obvious oral or written
source in Islamic revelation and sacred scripture, nor any individual or corporate
body of religious authority to determine orthodoxy for the entire ummah; rather,
such questions were decided locally by individual scholars in the absence of a clear
central religious authority, and hence could easily be reverted. In fact, Alexander
Knysh (1993) rejects the very orthodox-heterodox concept pair as Eurocentric and
warns against its uncritical application to people, practices and beliefs in the Islamic
world. More specifically, Knysh warns against postulating a “timeless and ahistorical
notion of ‘orthodoxy,’” arguing that no one single criterion, or set of criteria, can
decide what this orthodoxy amounts to.3 A Eurocentric preoccupation with this
notion, he continues, leads us to “disregard the intrinsic pluralism and complexity”
of the religious life of the ummah. This is not to say, of course, that no debates or
polemics between different schools and sects occurred. Often enough, these involved
mutual accusations of unbelief or heresy, if not attempts to impose one variety of the
faith; but such attempts, Knysh argues, were always unstable and short-lived. Instead
of a static opposition between a supposedly immutable orthodox dogma and equally
rigidly defined heresy, Knysh therefore proposes a more dynamic view of Muslim
religion as a continuous, and ever-challenged, “orthodoxy in the making”,
characterised by the regular appearance of new attempts to strictly differentiate
between ‘correct’ faith and unbelief, as well as ever-recurring efforts to overcome
such differences. Knysh clearly has a point concerning premodern articulations of
Islam, but one may well ask whether his sweeping rejection of the orthodoxheterodox opposition also applies to the modern states of the Islamic world; we will
return to this point below.
A more recent attempt that takes precisely the ongoing debates as to what constitutes
‘correct’ Islam as its starting point is Talal Asad’s characterisation of Islam as a
discursive tradition. In 1986, Asad published his influential lecture ‘The Idea of an
Anthropology of Islam’, which gave social-scientific questions concerning Islamic
orthodoxy a new lease of life. Earlier anthropologists had rejected questions such as
‘What is (real) Islam?’ as essentialist, and/or as needlessly reifying a diffuse and
2
3

Cf. Moosa 1988.
Knysh 1993: 65, partly following Makdisi 1981: 251–262.
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contested set of practices. There is no one such thing as Islam, such authors argued,
apart from what was labelled ‘Islamic’ by believers individually or collectively. 4 Asad
rejects this nominalist approach: Muslims, he argues, have been and are continuously
concerned with normative questions and debates as to what constitutes ‘correct’
Islam, and Islam as a tradition is precisely defined by such debates. Thus, in Islam,
there is no generic opposition between tradition (naql) and reason (‘aql), or between
independent reasoning (ijtihâd) and slavish following authority (taqlîd), as earlier
scholars had maintained. On the contrary, on Asad’s account, being reasonable
consists in belonging to, and engaging with, this ‘discursive tradition’. In this point,
he adds, there is no essential difference between classical, modern and contemporary
periods: the Islamic discursive tradition, he emphasises, is essentially continuous. 5
Asad’s explicitly normative notion of Islam as a discursive tradition reflects an uneasy
conflation of Michel Foucault’s archaeological notion of a ‘discursive formation’
(with its focus on language use as opposed to inner mental states and beliefs), or his
more genealogical notion of ‘discursive practices’ (with its concomitant attention to
questions of power), and Alasdair MacIntyre’s communitarian notion of a (moral)
‘tradition.’ His idea of Islam as a discursive tradition has attracted considerable
attention—and criticism—in anthropological discussions. In Kurdish studies,
however, there are few if any traces of his work. Indeed, one may well ask to what
extent the idea of Islam as a tradition of rational debate and peaceful argument does
justice to the actual historical experience in the regions (mostly) inhabited by Kurds.
But before we get to these questions, I would like to raise an analytical point of
criticism concerning power and agency. Although Asad claims that “orthodoxy is
crucial to all Muslim traditions” and acknowledges that orthodoxy is a “distinct
relationship of power” (1986: 15), he quickly abandons such talk of power relations,
and instead emphasises the rational and argumentative character of the Islamic
discursive tradition, rarely if ever addressing questions concerning different forms or
modalities of power, coercion, authority, and/or domination that were also involved.
Instead, he appears to dissolve the social relation of authority into a purely textual or
discursive one, and to sidestep all questions of power and domination, of exclusion
and oppression, and of marginalisation and persecution.
This reduction of authority and orthodoxy to text and discourse brings Asad
perilously close to the much-criticised earlier philological Orientalist approaches
that reduce cultures to texts. Asad’s Islamic communitarianism comes equally
dangerously close to Islamist rejections of ‘Western values’ in the name of alleged
Islamic authenticity. Asad himself would reply that he does not present a positive
account or a substantial definition of Islam, but merely a methodological proposal
for its anthropological analysis; but his emphasis on the rational debate (as opposed
to polemics, violence and coercion), and his reduction of authority and agency to
For but one example of such a view, see Aziz al-Azmeh, Islams and Modernities, 2nd ed.
(Verso Books 1996).
5
Asad 1986: esp. 15.
4
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discourse suggests otherwise. In fact, the very characterisation of Islam as a
reasonable tradition seems to marginalise any form of domination or violence as
falling outside this tradition as a matter of definition or principle. Thus, it is not
surprising that Asad is remarkably reticent in discussing recent practices of violence
in the name of Islam, like al-Qâ‘ida’s suicide missions or the IS’ genocidal
governmental experiments, instead speaking generically of all modern power and
coercion as ‘terror’.
Asad’s views of orthodoxy have also come in for theoretical criticisms. Among the
more sustained of these is Shahab Ahmed’s argument that Asad overly privileges
prescriptive (and more specifically legal and theological) texts, and hence orthodoxy,
in his conceptualisation of Islam (2016: 281) at the expense of what he calls “the
exploration of the meaningful” by, amongst others, philosophers, mystics, and
literary authors (2016: 281–287). Such exploratory texts, he argues, may have been at
least as influential as juridical ones, if not much more so. For Ahmed, the most
important example of such influential non-juridical texts is Rûmî’s Mathnawî,
which for centuries had surpassed even the Qur’an in popularity among the nonArabic-speaking population groups of the northern and eastern Islamic world.
Unlike Asad (and perhaps Knysh), Ahmad also emphasises the rupture between
premodern and modern forms of Islam; but he defines this discontinuity in
primarily hermeneutic terms, abstracting away from practices and processes of
power, like, most obviously, the formation and transformation of the early modern
empires of Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals; the rise of Western colonial
domination or quasi-colonial influence; and the formation of modern nation states.
These different positions and their shortcomings all point to the crucial importance
of power in the definition and maintenance of orthodoxy. Knysh, in fact, argues that
state support was one of the most effective ways to establish the orthodoxy of
particular religious beliefs, adding that the great Islamic empires that consolidated in
the sixteenth century CE could readily adopt existing and well-defined creeds as state
dogmas (1993: 65). Thus, the Safavids quickly turned from heterodox Shi‘ite doctrines
to orthodox Twelver Shi‘ism, while Mughal Emperor Akbar tried (and largely failed)
to develop a dîn-e elâhî, or ‘divine faith’. It should be noted, however, that these
decisions on orthodoxy tended to follow the whims of individual rulers rather than
any centralising or scriptural logic of anonymous state bureaucracies. Thus, Knysh’s
brief remarks, even when restricted to the premodern period, should obviously be
elaborated and nuanced; but they point to both the gradual expansion, elaboration,
and rearticulation of—if not to qualitative changes in—state power, and to the real
limits of efforts to implement it. Put differently, and against Asad’s emphasis on
continuity and reasonableness, the history of Islamic orthodoxy and heterodoxy is
also, and irreducibly, a history of power; moreover, this history is essentially
discontinuous.
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Orthodoxy and heterodoxy in the Ottoman Empire
A focus on questions of historically specific and changing practices of power may,
therefore, help us to gain a clearer understanding of the novel dynamics of
orthodoxy and heterodoxy, which developed in line with the rise of modern nation
states, and which also affected non-state groups like the Kurds. Let us focus on the
case of the Yezidis for a broad sketch of premodern and early developments. In
Ottoman times, Yezidis appear to have generally been seen as Muslims who had
fallen into heretic innovation (bid‘a) rather than as infidels (kuffar). Because of their
regular raids on nearby villages, they were also seen as a security threat; but they do
not appear to have been considered a religious threat, presumably because they did
not proselytise.6 The accusation of bid‘a rather than kufr appears, for example, in the
Risâla al-‘adawiyya by the famous—or notorious—Ibn Taymiyya. This text is
among the oldest historical sources for the study of the Yezidis, which makes its
absence in so many recent studies all the more surprising. The Risâla argues that the
Yezidi—or, as he calls it, Adamiyya—sect’s founder, Shaykh ‘Adi, was a good Sûfî
Muslim, but that the veneration of his successor, Shaykh Hasan, was taken too far by
his followers (presented by Ibn Taymiyya as ignorant and illiterate Kurds); and, he
continues, it was this veneration which led the community to fall into heresy.
Interestingly, in this text, Ibn Taymiyya does not, and cannot, simply assert religious
authority, or appeal to an existing institutionalised orthodoxy; he realises that he
must provide arguments, and proceeds to do so.
A similarly reticent attitude concerning the Yezidis’ status may be found in Evliya
Çelebi’s seventeenth-century Seyâhatnâme. Evliya speaks of ‘the Yezidi Kurds
without religion’ (bî-dîn Yezîdî Ekradları, IV.214a); but he seems less interested in,
or knowledgeable about, their religious beliefs, practices, and organisation than in
their rebelliousness and their unwillingness to pay taxes. 7 Evliya has a well-known
eye for the bizarre, and a taste for the obscene; as a result, a lot of his tales verge on
the fantastic. Some of his most bizarre and obscene vignettes may be found in the
narrative of his sojourn at the court of the emîr of Bitlis, especially the spectacular—
and entirely fanciful—story of a local Sûfî who flies over the crowd gathered at the
court and causes a flood by urinating. It should be added, however, that Evliya
generally does not link such tales to judgments concerning the faith of the peoples
among whom he is staying, let alone calls for converting or persecuting them.
Similar attitudes appear to have developed concerning the different ghulât groups—
to the extent that they were seen as distinct at all. After the sixteenth-century
military confrontation between the Ottoman and Safavid empires, which had led to
large-scale persecutions of Qizilbash, or heterodox Shi‘ites, these groups were largely
left in peace in the Ottoman marches. For centuries, the Ottoman authorities had
Cf. Menzel 1911: LXXXXIV.
He also calls Jebel Sinjar ‘The Hairy Mountain’ (saçlı dağı) on account of the alleged hairiness
of its inhabitants, derogatorily referring to the latter as ‘hairy Kurds’ (saçlı Ekrâd).
6
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been interested less in the orthodoxy of tribal groups and mystical orders than in
their political loyalty. Thus, a group like the Bektashî tarîqa was rather close in
religious beliefs and practices to some of the Qizilbash; but because they were
politically loyal, and because they were closely linked to the Ottoman military as
Janissaries (yeni çeri), they did not face any persecution until the Janissaries were
disbanded in the 1820s. For the Kurds in the neighbouring Safavid Empire, the
situation was not radically different. Even though the Safavids had pursued a policy
of expelling Sunnî ‘ulamâ or forcibly converting them to Twelver Shi‘ism, they
appear not to have enforced any policy of forcibly converting the population
(‘âmma) at large in the more remote rural regions at the margins of their empire.
Hence, tribally organised groups like the Kurds and the Baluch by and large
remained Sunnî. Moreover, in Kurdish lands, heterodox groups like the Ahl-e Haqq
continued to flourish.8
Early modern reformist movements in the Ottoman Empire
Much research on heterodoxy has been informed by a binary opposition between
tradition and modernity; as a result, it has focused either on the formative centuries
and classical civilisation of Islam, or on the fate of minorities in modern nation
states. Thus, the lemmas on the ghulât in EI2 and EI3 only discuss developments
during the first centuries of Islamic history; other studies, like Moosa (1988), after
some initial speculation on the ‘origins’ of these groups, largely restrict themselves to
the modern period. Rather less attention has been paid to possible developments and
transformation in the intermediate period, or what is usually called ‘early
modernity’. Yet in the case of Kurdistan, some significant changes appear to have
occurred during roughly the period from the later seventeenth to the midnineteenth century, that is, prior to imperialist influence or domination.
Perhaps the most important, and certainly the best known, of these early modern
developments was the rise of the Wahhâbî movement on the Arab peninsula,
generally called salafiyya by contemporary local authors. In light of the above
considerations on the provisory, ephemeral and contested character of claims to
orthodoxy, the Wahhâbî movement can neither be seen as simply ‘orthodox’, nor
treated as a return to the origins or essence of the faith, as its adherents claim; rather,
one should ask against what novel practices and conceptions are involved in it. In the
Kitâb al-tawhîd, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhâb inveighs against the worship of,
among others, trees and the tombs of shaykhs. At least as important, however, is his
—partly implicit—argument against the taqlîd, or slavish imitation, of both rural
shaykhs and more urban ‘ulamâ. Whoever takes his religious leaders as a higher
authority than scripture places them alongside God, and hence is guilty of shirk, he
writes in chapter 38. This has led his followers to reject the legitimacy of the four
madhâhib, or Sunnî schools of law, which for centuries had led a more or less
During the same period, the sudden impulse of Sunnî Kurdish scholars expelled by or fleeing
from Safavid authorities appears to have given a new impulse to Ottoman religious learning
(cf. el-Rouayheb 2015).
8
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stabilised and generally recognised institutional existence. Thus, the early Wahhabî
da‘wa was not exclusively, and perhaps not even primarily, directed against illiterate
commoners or rural heterodox practices, but against a particular view of religious
authority.
For the time being, however, Wahhabism remained a rather marginal phenomenon
among the Kurds. The same cannot be said of another, and probably not unrelated,
development: the rise of the Khalidiya branch of the Naqshbandî Sûfî tariqa in the
early nineteenth century, led by Mawlana Khalîd Naqshbandî from the region of
Shahrizor. Like the Wahhabîs, the Khalidiyya Naqshbandîs presented themselves as
returning to, or restating, orthodox Sunnî Islam; but although equally driven by a
claim to orthodoxy, the Khalidiyya Naqshbandîs soon came to present themselves as
rivals to the Wahhâbîs. Thus, in his Eqîdetnamey kurdî (perhaps not coincidentally
the oldest prose text in the spoken dialect of Sulaimaniya), Mawlana Khalîd states
that the leaders of Sûfî tarîqas and the founders of the four Sunnî madhâhib are all
friends (awliyâ) of God, and should therefore be respected and obeyed. Although this
is not an explicit rebuttal of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhâb’s position, it is
diametrically opposed to the latter’s rejection of taqlîd. Later Naqshbandî texts
would derogatorily refer to Wahhâbîs and others, like, most importantly, Rashîd
Rida, the founder of the influential reformist periodical al-Manar, as lâmaddhabiyya, or ‘no-madhhab.’
Both Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhâb and Mawlana Khalîd emphasise the need for
the laity to be informed about faith, and try to fill this need by writing in a style and
in a language that are accessible to a largely uneducated and illiterate audience. Thus,
their writings may be seen as part of the development of new vernacular forms of
religious learning, and by the expansion of the audience for learned texts. 9 In the
latter part of the nineteenth century, this process was further facilitated by the spread
of printed materials, and by the gradual expansion of the—increasingly state-based
—education system.
This confrontation between two forms of reformist Sunnî Islam that both presented
themselves as orthodox was a transnational phenomenon that went far beyond the
confines of the Ottoman Empire. Given the yearly transnational flows of pilgrims, it
had Mecca as a focal point; but it may also be observed in places as far apart as Central
Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. The most relevant point for our purposes here is that
among Kurds, religious orthodoxy generally came to be articulated in KhalidîNaqshbandî rather than in Salafî terms; this also suggests that the confrontation
between Naqshbandîs and Salafîs that can, to some extent, be seen to be at work even
today, may also be read as reformulating an ethnic or national distinction between
Kurds and Arabs in religious terms. We will return to this below.

9

For a fuller discussion of this process of vernacularisation, see Leezenberg 2016.
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Orthodoxy and heterodoxy in the reforming Ottoman state
After several centuries of decentralised rule and a lack of direct involvement in the
lives of their subjects, the Ottoman rulers set out on an ambitious program of
centralising reforms, initiated by the 1826 abolishing of the Janissary corps and the
start of the Tanzimat with the 1838 Gülhane Rescript. By the 1850s, the hitherto
autonomous Kurdish emirates had been abolished, and their former rulers sent into
exile. In the second half of the nineteenth century, and especially during the socalled Hamidian period of the last quarter century, the Ottoman authorities initiated
policies of religious assimilation, trying to convert—by force, if necessary—not only
Yezidis and ghulât groups, but also Twelver Shi‘ites, to Sunnî Islam (Deringil 1998,
Çetinsaya 2006). In one of the most notorious episodes of this period, described by
Deringil, then Ottoman governor of Mosul, in 1892, Ömer Vehbi Pasha, invited the
leaders of both the Yezidis and the Shabak to Mosul, only to force them to convert to
orthodox Sunnî Islam upon arrival (Deringil 1998: 71–72).
These assimilating policies were not simply an assertion of an increased religious zeal
on the part of individual state officials. More importantly, they reflected the
ambitions of a centralising state which aimed at a more direct involvement with the
moral life of its subjects both individually and collectively. Linked to this was the
increasingly vocal Ottoman self-legitimation as the defenders of the (orthodox
Sunnî) Islamic faith against imperial Russian ambitions in the Balkans, the
Caucasus, and Central Asia; and against British imperial rule in South Asia. It may be
no coincidence that during this period, the Ottoman sultan started propagating PanIslamism, in an attempt to mobilise Muslims worldwide under the spiritual and
political leadership of the Ottoman sultan in his role of caliph, that is, as the
legitimate leader of the ummah.
The nineteenth century witnessed not only a transformation in Ottoman official
attitudes towards minorities, however, but also the ‘discovery’ of these groups by
foreigners. Western visitors (whether missionaries, diplomats, spies, scholars, or a
combination of these) displayed a disproportionate interest in religious minorities,
like, most importantly, the Yezidis, the Jews, and the different Christian
denominations, and to a lesser extent ghulât groups like the Alevis, the Shabak, and
the Kâkâ’îs or Ahl-e Haqq. They were generally keen to depict these groups as nonMuslims, and their doctrines as survivals of pre-Islamic traditions. Thus, Yezidis
came to be described as descendants of Zoroastrianism, and Qizilbash-Alevis as
deriving from Anatolian Christian sects like the Paulicians. Whatever the scholarly
value of such speculations, their practical implications were quite clear: they created
the space for converting them to Catholic or Evangelical Christianity.
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Orthodoxy and heterodoxy in the modern state
Questions of orthodoxy and heterodoxy have decisively changed character with the
creation of the modern nation state. In Europe, a long-dominant narrative tells us,
modernisation was accompanied by secularisation, that is, by a decline of traditional
religious authority and of the churches, by the rational critique of religion, and by a
greater individual liberty of conscience. The Islamic world, we are also told,
sometimes in the same breath, has not yet witnessed a similar secularisation.
Therefore, it is even less ready to develop what has been called a ‘post-secular’ society,
in which religious claims gain new legitimacy in a secularised environment. 10
In its more extreme forms, the secularisation thesis does not unproblematically hold
even of Europe; and in the Islamic world, we may witness, if anything, the opposite
process has occurred. Since the late twentieth century, the Islamic Middle East has
witnessed the increasing societal power of religious beliefs, practices, and institutions,
and movements; decreasing opportunities for public criticisms of religion (most
importantly, by the appeal to modern blasphemy laws); and new pressures to
constrain individual liberty, most visibly in new attempts at regulating identities of
and relations between the sexes, and at regulating various aspects of human sexuality.
These ‘desecularising’ developments are at odds with liberal as well as Marxist
narratives. Both these modernist narratives tacitly or overtly presume a version of the
secularisation thesis, and consequently have difficulty in explaining such more recent
developments as anything other than atavistic or regressive. In brandishing presentday articulations of religion as survivals from or returns to the premodern religious
past, however, one risks overlooking their qualitatively novel features. A fuller
discussion of these and related questions would vastly exceed the scope of this chapter.
Here, we can do no more—and no better—than to focus on questions of how
orthodoxy and heterodoxy came to be conceptualised and valuated anew, and which
novel mechanisms and modalities of power or forms of authority they involved.
In theory, the new nation states created after World War I were founded on or
legitimised by popular sovereignty and individual freedom; in practice, they
introduced new ways of governing both individuals and populations. The differences
between the successor states of the Ottoman Empire, like Turkey, Iraq, and Syria
(not to mention the distinct trajectories of twentieth-century Iran and the imperial
Russian, revolutionary and post-Soviet Caucasus), may help us to account for the
rather different experiences of such broadly comparable groups as the Alevis, the
Shabak, and the Kâkâ’îs or Ahl-e Haqq, and even of members of the same ethic or
sectarian groups living in different states, like, most notably, the Yezidis.
In the new Republic of Turkey, established in 1923, religious groups other than
Christians and Jews, such as the Alevis and the Yezidis, were no more recognised as
For both claims, and for an elaboration of the notion of Western post-secularism, see
Habermas 2008.
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distinct ethnic or sectarian minorities than were linguistically defined ethnic groups
consisting primarily of Sunnî Muslim, like the Kurds. Instead, as Dressler (2015)
writes, the Alevis were ‘domesticated’—i.e., they were reconceptualised in a secularist
framework as ‘heterodox Muslims’ or as adherents of a ‘syncretistic’ but originally
purely Turkish, shamanistic religion. 11 However, Dressler emphasises, this
redefinition of Alevism as a heterodox form of Islam shaped by Turkish folk
traditions was the work not of Alevi actors themselves; it belonged to the
hegemonic, and authoritarian, Kemalist discourse of the time, and of the Kemalist
efforts to build a secular Turkish nation state. Originating in early republican
scholarly discourse, it found its way into everyday language—including later Alevi
self-definitions. This ‘othering’ of Alevis, Dressler adds, occurred in a discourse that
was secular, modernist and accommodating, but could simultaneously appeal to
normative concepts of Sunnî Islamic orthodoxy. Thus, Turkish state policies towards
the Alevis were decidedly ambivalent, wavering between the recognition of this
group as a distinct religious minority and attempts to integrate and assimilate them
into a new, national Turkish identity, which was defined as modern and secular. At
the societal level, by contrast, malicious stories about Alevis continued to circulate
among Sunnîs, and could be instrumentalised as triggers for violent episodes, as in
the pogroms against Alevis in the late 1970s or the 1993 Sivas massacre.
Ghulât and other religious minorities followed a very different trajectory in Iraq,
which, in the mandate and monarchical periods at least, was rather less secularised
than neighbouring Turkey. The new Turkish power elites had abolished religious
and tribal authorities between the individual and the state by fiat; in Iraq, by
contrast, the authority of such (predominantly rural) intermediaries was enshrined
by co-opting them into the modern state—e.g., as members of parliament.
This incorporation of (primarily) rural religious and tribal leaders may have
institutionalised their role as intermediaries between the individual and the state;
simultaneously, however, their authority was undermined by various processes in
society, like urbanisation, increased access to education, and social mobility by
employment in the state bureaucracy or the army (cf. Leezenberg 1997, 2014). A first
blush, Iraqi state and society appear to have changed radically with the 1958
revolution and the subsequent coming to power of the Baath party. Initially, at least,
Baathist ideology was socialist, militantly secularist if not anti-religious, and aimed
at creating a highly centralised Jacobin state headed by the apparatus of a Leniniststyle vanguard party, and, increasingly, an ethnically homogeneous society with an
Arab or assimilated population.12 In practice, however, Baathist policies were always
more ambiguous and, in part as a result of the ongoing Iran-Iraq war, they became
Dressler also observes that characterising Alevism as a syncretistic blending of Islamic and
pre-Islamic religious traditions, he adds, proceeds from a tacit assumption of such traditions as
rather more clearly defined and bounded than they have been for most of their history. This
caveat would seem to apply with equal force to other religious minorities in Kurdistan.
12
Following the removal of Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr in 1979 and the ensuing purges, the new
president, Saddam Hussein, created a downright Stalinist personality around himself.
11
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more accommodating towards both religious authority and (quasi-) tribal
intermediaries. From the late 1970s on, the regime increasingly resorted to religious
rhetoric, appealing to both Shi‘ites and Sunnîs, in a clear attempt to counter the
revolutionary Islamist discourse emanating from the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Further, in the predominantly Kurdish countryside in the north, state power was
delegated by appointing so-called mustashar who commanded private militias. Thus,
despite the rhetoric—and the reality—of a highly centralised and indeed totalitarian
state in the cities of Iraq, Baathist rule in rural areas was in part delegated and
decentralised, and accepted both tribal leaders and rural shaykhs as intermediaries. In
some cases, and more visibly in the 1990s, the Baathists even created tribal structures
where they had not existed before.
Smaller heterodox groups, and in particular their leaders, appear to have manoeuvred
cautiously in this conflictual space characterised primarily by the violent conflict
between secular Arab and Kurdish nationalism. In the 1970s and 1980s, Baathist
policies aimed at assimilating the religious minorities in Iraq, not towards a Sunnî
religious mainstream or majority but towards a secular Arab national identity; at the
same time, some of these heterodox groups were claimed by the—equally secular—
Kurdish national movement. For the Baathist regime, however, ethnic and sectarian
identity were ultimately less important than (or mere masks for) political treason;
and its persecution of individuals and groups it perceived as treasonous was merciless.
In the 1988 Anfal operations, alongside Sunnî Kurdish communities, large but
unknown numbers of Yezidis and Christians were killed, disappeared, or—according
to some reports—sold off into foreign slavery, targeted; not much later, dozens of
Shabak villages in the Ninawah Plains were destroyed and their inhabitants
deported, because a number of Shabak leaders had declared themselves to be Kurds,
rather than Arabs, as the regime had wanted them to.
To a greater or lesser extent, the Baathists’ Leninist demand for ideological
conformity and political loyalty was also inherited in post-Saddam Iraq, by secular
Kurdish and Arabic and Sunnî and Shi‘ite Islamist movements and parties alike.
Most importantly, the persistence of this Leninist attitude may also be witnessed in
the actions of IS, the so-called ‘Islamic State’. The genocidal violence perpetrated by
IS towards non-Sunnî ethnic or sectarian groups, in particular, Yezidis and Shi‘ites is
well known and well documented. The scale, character and degree of this violence
was virtually unprecedented among Islamic (or Islamist) actors; but it did have an
important precedent in the governmental practices of the Baathist regime. In fact,
there was a considerable continuity not only in tactics and technologies, but in part
even in personnel, between the former Baathist ruling elites (and in particular, the
Baathist security apparatus) and the upper echelons of IS.
This Baathist background of IS invites us to look anew at the notions of orthodoxy
and heterodoxy involved in the wider post-2011 conflict in the region, of which IS
was only one part. IS presented its most spectacular propaganda acts, and justified its
most horrendous crimes, as dictated by what it called Islamic orthodoxy; but such
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claims to religious orthodoxy should not be taken at face value. To begin with, these
claims were always contested by religious authorities elsewhere; and secondly, the fact
that theological criticism, even when raised by well-known ‘ulama, had little effect,
suggests that one should not overstate the political importance of theological
considerations. This also applies to IS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdâdî’s widely
publicised self-declaration as caliph, shortly after IS captured Mosul in 2014. Muslim
jurists protested that al-Baghdâdî did not have the authority to do so; but juridical
and theological protests appear to have had little if any effect on the mobilisation of
the potential pool of IS recruits in the Islamic world and elsewhere—clearly one of
the main aims of the various IS propaganda (or advertising) campaigns. Few Muslims
knew exactly what the exact juridical or theological status of the caliphate was; but a
good many of them, not necessarily IS sympathisers, in principle welcomed the
(re-)emergence of what they saw as a ‘properly Islamic’ form of government, the
more so as it initially seemed to be successful in its challenging, if not replacing, the
imperial order of nation states as imposed by, most importantly, imperialist powers
like England and France in the wake of World War I, and by Woodrow Wilson’s
‘Fourteen Points’, which had enshrined the principle of national self-determination.
The relative powerlessness of juridical challenges to al-Baghdâdî’s self-coronation
makes clear that his action should be seen as call for mobilisation, or as an
advertising slogan, rather than as a move in a theological dispute. Further, one
should explore exactly what this appeal to—or arrogation of—religious authority or
legitimacy amounts to in the settings of the protracted conflict in Mesopotamia.
More specifically, one might ask whether IS’ violent (and indeed genocidal) policies
are a reproduction of or return to any classical, original or ‘authentic’ Islam, or
rather a qualitatively novel phenomenon. Many authors, both secular Kurdish
nationalists and Western journalistic observers, have interpreted IS as the
manifestation of a timeless essence of Islam; but such interpretations have difficulties
in accounting for the unprecedented scale and level of its violence. Slightly better
informed observers more specifically link IS to the eighteenth-century reformist
movement of Wahhabism, especially as redefined in the twentieth century by Saudi
Arabia; but these explanations downplay the revolutionary character of IS. Generally,
the ‘ulamâ in Saudi Arabia do not try to overthrow or replace the existing state, but
to cooperate with it; IS, by contrast, has formed alliances with Arab nationalist
groups, tribal leaders, and others, only to sideline their allies once in power.
Instead, it makes more sense to qualify IS’ jihadism as Baathism with an Islamic face,
just as Saddam Hussein’s Baathist regime amounted to Stalinism with an Arab face.
Seen in these terms, one may also and more generally, see the present-day
confrontation between the self-declared Sunnî Islamic orthodoxy of the latest
generation of jihadists and the defiantly secular, atheist, and/or Zoroastrian
posturing of the post-2014 Kurdish generation as a restatement or rearticulation of a
longer-standing ethnic opposition between Arabs and Kurds.
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