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Abstract 

This is an ethnographic study that focuses on Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, the Yezidi 

cemetery, in Borlänge. The Swedish town of Borlänge has one of the largest Yezidi diaspora 

communities in Western Europe; a majority emigrated from the Northern Iraqi region of 

Sheikhan during the 1990s and early 2000s. The overall aim of this project is to investigate 

how the Yezidi community in Borlänge puts Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna into use, the 

meanings ascribed to the site by individual interviewees, and how these relate to ritual places 

and practices in Sheikhan.  

The empirical material stems from observations and interviews among members of three 

extended Yezidi families in Borlänge and in Sheikhan, and archival material from the Church 

of Sweden. Fieldwork in Sheikhan focused on the valley of Lalish and the cemetery sites in 

the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. The empirical material is presented, analysed and discussed 

through a theoretical framework of place, creation and maintenance of social memory through 

ritual practice, and the concept of transfer of ritual. 

The empirical material reveals that salient ritual actions and elements from ceremonies in 

Lalish and the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan are transferred to Borlänge, and there put into use 

for ritual practices and for creating and maintaining a collective identity outside of Iraq. 

Keywords: Yezidi, Yezidi cemetery, Dalarna, Borlänge, Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, Iraq, 

Iraqi Kurdistan, Sheikhan, Lalish, transfer of ritual, social memory, jema’iyye, Çarşema-sor, 

Wednesday ritual, berat, diaspora, funeral rituals, mortuary practices. 
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–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Points of departure 
I remember the first time someone told me about the Yezidis.1 It was in July 2012, during a 

visit to friends in the city of Duhok in the Kurdish parts of northern Iraq. We had gone on a 

road trip through the mountains and plains of Sheikhan and Nineveh. I have learned since 

then that this part of Iraq is the Yezidi historical, religious and political heartland. On this 

warm summer day, thermometers reading 52 degrees Celsius, we stopped by the town known 

in Iraq as “the Yezidi capital”, ‘Eyn Sifnî, 55 kilometres north of Mosul. One of my friends 

pointed at the town and asked if I had ever heard of the Yezidis. I had not, and as I remember 

now, I was not particularly captivated by the view of the humble town with its low, square-

shaped houses built of clay. The extravagant, perfectly shirred mountains, the adrenaline rush 

that comes with being in Iraq, and navigating the heat absorbed me more. Still, I believe a 

seed of curiosity was planted that day. Having been fascinated by the Middle East throughout 

my years as university undergraduate student, I had mostly given attention to the broader 

strokes of events and people in this part of the world. Subsequently, I associated the region 

with Islam and I had not given the religious and ethnic minorities that live there much 

thought. 2012 was my first time in Iraqi Kurdistan and the first time I got a glance of the 

ethnic and religious mosaic that can, more so then than now, be found there. 

During those years, Iraqi Kurdistan enjoyed a period of relative political stability, economic 

improvement and a comparatively safe environment for the Yezidis and other minorities.2 

When we took that car ride, we could not foresee that a couple of years later, the roads and 

villages we passed were to be filled with IS-fighters. Because of these tragic events, I had 

reasons to actualize the memory of ‘Eyn Sifnî and my friend’s question some years later. The 

world’s attention had been directed towards IS, and it had become clear that the Yezidis were 

one of the organization’s main targets in Iraq. For a while, IS’ atrocities against the Yezidis 

1 In Kurmanji, the Kurdish dialect a majority of Yezidis speak, Yezidis define themselves, as Êzdî or Êzî 
(Asatrian & Arkaelova 2014:vii). There are different theories on the origin of the word. Some argue that it 
denotes from Yazad or Yazdān in Middle Persian and Kurdish, denoting “God” or “Angel”. Others have argued 
that the name should be traced to the Muslim caliph Yazid ibn Mu’awiya, and that the term Yezidi stem from a 
group that were his followers, yezidiyya (Sorgenfrei 2017:139). There are various spellings of the word in 
English. I have chosen to use the tem “Yezidi” since it most closely resembles the Kurdish spelling. For a more 
detailed discussion, see Maisel 2017: 33-34. 
2 This area that is semi-autonomous from the Iraqi central government is commonly called Iraqi or southern 
Kurdistan, and throughout what remains of this text, I will refer to it as Iraqi Kurdistan.The definition refers to 
ethnicity, langauge and political borders. 
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received global media coverage. In the spring of 2019, a friend and I talked about the situation 

of the Yezidis over dinner in Stockholm. As I took the bus home later that evening, I kept 

thinking about them. That dinner conversation eventually turned into the topic of this thesis. 

Purpose and framing of research questions 

This thesis is a study of how the Yezidi cemetery in Borlänge, Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, is 

used by the Yezidi community that lives in the area and which meanings this site is ascribed 

by individual interviewees. This question will be examined in relation to ritual places and 

practices in the valley of Lalish and in the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. I also aim to analyze 

how salient ritual elements in ceremonies in Lalish and in the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan are 

transferred to Borlänge, and how they are put into use for ritual practices and for creating and 

maintaining a collective identity. 

The research questions examined are: a) How is the Yezidi cemetery in Borlänge, Zahmanê 

Êzîdîa Li Dalarna used by the Yezidi community that lives in the area and which meanings 

are ascribed to it by individual interviewees? b) How can these uses and ascribed meanings 

be understood in relation to Yezidi ritual practices and ritualized places in Sheikhan? 

Scholars have described Yezidi history, religiosity and sense of community as being 

characterized by bonds to specific places and landscapes in Iraq, especially to the valley of 

Lalish (Kreyenbroek 1995, Açıkyıldız 2014, Allison 2014). I have proceeded from this 

assumption in my choice to focus on how a physical place is used and understood by the 

interviewees. I argue that ritual practices performed in Lalish as well as in cemetery sites 

located in the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan become constitutive for how Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li 

Dalarna is put into use. 

This thesis chapter by chapter 

This thesis contains six chapters. Here, I will explain each of their purposes and how they are 

interconnected. The first chapter, The Yezidis and their context, outlines the wider context of 

the study by introducing the reader to previous research within the field, perspectives on 

Yezidi history, and a few aspects of Yezidi society and societal structures. This chapter aims 

to lay the groundwork for the analysis presented in the empirical chapters. The second 

chapter, Reflections theory and methods, outlines the overarching theoretical framework for 

the study, the process of fieldwork and the choices I made concerning research methods. The 

third chapter, A look at Borlänge, provides a brief introduction to the Yezidis’ history in 
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Borlänge. The bulk of the empirical material is presented, analyzed and discussed in chapters 

four and five. Chapter four, Magic Valley: Lalish, seeks to familiarize the reader with 

symbolism and ritual practices connected to Lalish and the cemetery sites in the Yezidi 

villages in Sheikhan through the accounts of individual interviewees. Chapter five, Place for 

the living and the dead: Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, is the main empirical and analytical 

chapter. Here, I seek to explore how the cemetery site in Borlänge is used by the Yezidi 

community and which meanings this site is ascribed by individual interviewees. Additional 

theoretical understandings that specifically concern cemeteries and diaspora groups are 

introduced in this chapter. Chapters four and five are concluded by a summary and final 

analysis. Chapter six, Summary and concluding thoughts, closes the study by presenting and 

discussing the overall conclusions and the main analytical points. Lastly, some brief ideas for 

future research to deepen and expand this research topic will be suggested.   

Some of the chapters are visually introduced through photos I have taken as mementos during 

fieldwork. I hope that they will add nuances to the text and facilitate the reader’s imagination. 

9 



	

 
 

     

  

  

  

  

      

 

 

 

 

   

   

 

     

      

  

  

  

 

    

  

 

  

   

CHAPTER ONE 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

The Yezidis and their context 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to Yezidi history focusing on those key 

aspects that are required to fully understand the analytical arguments presented in chapters 

four and five. I have chosen to base this chapter on previous research, leaving out my own 

empirical material. The choice to initially adopt scholarly rather than interviewee’s 

perspectives is meant to construct a trajectory over Yezidi history that is apprehensible to the 

reader. Scholarly views of Yezidi history often tend to differ from Yezidi historiography. 

While these dynamics are not unusual for religious traditions this might be even more 

accentuated within the field of Yezidi studies. One reason behind such discrepancies is that 

Yezidi history has until fairly recently been passed on between generations by word of mouth 

only, without relying on a joint creed all Yezidis confess to, or a canonical text. Like in oral 

traditions generally, this means that historical events, the perceptions of times of events, 

narrations and myths are understood with different variations among Yezidis, even though 

some central elements remain the same. Hence, while this chapter offers both a research- and 

an historical overview of the perspectives of scholars, the interviewees’ voices will be 

thoroughly heard, analyzed and discussed in the empirical chapters of this text. I will open 

this chapter by introducing the reader to the small, but possibly growing, scholarly field of 

Yezidi studies. This research overview is limited to what has been published in English and 

Swedish due to my limitations in language. 

Early writings – an historical overview  

Western writers began taking an interest in the Yezidis in the beginning of the 19th century, at 

the same time as European interest in the Middle East and its inhabitants started to grow. The 

historian Eszter Spät notices that this interest was spurred as a result of the Yezidis often 

being despised by their neighbours as they were seen as worshippers of the devil (2010:80). 

The root cause of such ideas, affecting so much of Yezidi fate and history, is their most 

revered symbol, Tawûsî-Melek (the Peacock Angel). The symbol of the peacock bird has a 

long history in the Middle East. The Iranian studies scholars Garnik S. Asatrian and Victoria 

Arkaelova write that the peacock has been seen both as symbolizing vaults of heaven in 

Iranian mythology, passion in Sufism, and the ambiguousness of being magnificently 

beautiful, but also having the vice of vanity and pride. In Yezidi mythology, Tawûsî-Melek is 

10 



	

  

   
   

   
 

   

   

    

 

  

   

      

   

 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

																																																								
   

  
               

             
                
             

                   
         

     
                   

                 
             

         
                
             	

chief of the heptad of angels to which God has delegated earthly powers. He acts as a 

mediator between humans and God, but he is also a manifestation of the Divine, God’s main 

representative on earth (2014: 22-24). This symbol is also associated with Satan, or the fallen 

angel within strands of both Christianity and Islam.3 

Allegations of the Yezidis worshipping the devil seem to have triggered the curiosity and 

imagination of numerous writers, 19th and early 20th century researchers, travellers and 

missionaries often portray Yezidis as “devil worshipers” both in a derogative and idealizing 

fashion.4 According to Asatrian and Arkaelova, the “mystic halo around the Yezidis and their 

“satanic” religion inspired not only scientific investigators, but also poets, writers, lovers of 

all kinds of exotic things, and plain adventurers” (2014:20).5 The Kurdologist Christine 

Allison writes that vivid and exotic descriptions have influenced modern discourses of 

identity in the Middle East, due to the dynamics of Orientalism (2014: 36). It should be noted 

that these early writers formed their opinions on very scarce empirical evidence. Hence, in 

order to understand Yezidi contemporary lives, it is significant to recognize how the Yezidis 

have been perceived and treated by political and religious rulers, as well as portrayed in 

literature. 

The 1870s and 1880s saw significant steps forward in the knowledge around Yezidis that later 

came to shape the field of Yezidi studies. The first was the 1872 petition, a document that 

contains the major observances of Yezidi faith, written down by Yezidis in a petition to ask 

for an exception from army conscription to the Ottoman military on religious grounds. In their 

opposition to serving in the Ottoman army, the Yezidis sought help from Western diplomats 

and therefore had to somehow summarize their practices and beliefs. The document is seen as 

3 Tawûsî is the Arabic word that denotes peacock. Both within strands of Islamic and Christian tradition, Tawûsî-
Melek is understood as an incarnation of evil, the embodiment of Satan, or the fallen angel. Narratives of an 
angel who refused to prostrate to Adam on God’s command, and was therefore expelled from Paradise due to his 
disobedience, are mentioned in the Qur’an (Qur. 2:34, 17:61, 18:50) (Asatrian & Arkaelova 2014: 26). This 
resembles the Christian idea of Lucifer, told for instance in the Gospel of Luke (10:18) (Larsson, Sorgenfrei & 
Stockman 2017:146). Yezidis generally deny allegations of being devil worshippers and hold that Tawûsî-Melek 
is not a rebellious, fallen, or evil spirit. To the contrary, as God commanded the angels to bow to Adam as a test 
of their commitment to him, Tawûsî-Melek was the only one, in refusing to prostrate to human, to pass this test 
of loyalty. Therefore, God made him the chief of angels. 
4 For instance Seabrook 1927. 
5 This fascination can be seen also in present day imaginations. The historian of religion Per Faxneld, in an 
article from 2017, describes how perceptions of Yezidis as worshippers of the devil have found their way into 
contemporary popular culture. Romanticized ideas of the Yezidis as the “devil-worshippers of the Middle East” 
have been adopted by esoteric and Satanist groups who play on orientalist tropes and implicit criticism against 
Islam. Yezidis are venerated, portrayed in a noble manner, as unjustly persecuted by the Muslim majorities, 
similar to how some esoteric groups have been persecuted by Christian churches in the West (Faxneld 2017). 

11 



	

     

  

 

 

  

    

  

    

 

  

 

  

   

 

   

 

   

   

 

 

 

																																																								
      

               
               
                    

        
            

           
              

      
                

    
            

	

highly valuable since it is an authentic text originating from the Yezidis themselves, and it has 

been reproduced in several languages.6 

A second significant step was taken when a French vice-consul based in Mosul, Nicolaus 

Siouffi in 1885 published an article in which he identified the Yezidis’ Sheikh ‘Adi as a 12th 

century Sufi scholar by the name Sheikh ‘Adi bin Musafir (Sheikh ‘Adi’s role in Yezidi 

history will be described below). Siouffi’s findings on Sheikh ‘Adi were consolidated in the 

beginning of the 20th century in a book by Rudolf Frank (1911).7 Jointly, these studies are 

considered to have established Sheikh ‘Adi’s identity in relation to the Yezidis and thereby, in 

part, to have clarified the connections between Sufism and Yezidi history (Spät 2010:81-87). 

Early Yezidi studies research often focused on ethnic and religious origins, trying to trace the 

roots of Yezidi history to a single, ancient, source. Muslim scholars, as well as Christians in 

the region, used to view the Yezidis as a former part of their respective traditions that have 

gone astray. From the 1930s onwards, Western researchers, basing their claims on Siouffi’s 

identification of Sheikh ‘Adi as a Sufi, began arguing that Yezidi history should be seen as an 

offshoot of Islam. For a period, this view became dominant (Spät 2010:81-87). In 

contemporary scholarship on the Yezidis, by which I mean the period from the 1990s and 

Philip Kreyenbroek’s (1995) initial writings on Yezdi history and translations of the ‘qewls 

(introduced below) this idea has been abandoned. Rather than tracing its origins to a single 

source, Yezidi history is seen as, to borrow an expression from Spät, the result of a “special 

synthesis of diverse elements, which resulted in the existence of a novel, independent system, 

a religion “of its own” (2010:88). 

6 Copies of two short manuscripts that are sometimes described as Yezidi sacred texts Mes’hefa Resh, [The Back 
Book] and Kitab e-Jelwa (The Book of Revelation) appeared in late 19th century. The origins and authenticity of 
the manuscripts have been seriously questioned since there is no evidence on when they were originally written. 
The first known copy of Mes’hefa Resh was made in 1874 by a Syrian Catholic priest, Ishak of Bartella, who 
lived for a long time with the Yezidis in the town of Ba‘shîke. This manuscript is kept in the library in a 
monastery in the Sheikhani Christian village of al-Qosh and is believed to come from a manual for training 
‘qewwals. Scholars argue that the original manuscripts were probably derived from Yezidi oral tradition and 
written down by non-Yezidis in the late-19th century to meet a demand from travellers, scholars and missionaries 
who then began taking interest in the Yezidis. However, even if scholars agree that the books were not written 
by Yezidis they are considered to, to some extent, reflect Yezidi practices and beliefs. Today, some Yezidis view 
them in terms of canonical sacred texts (Spät 2010:24-25, Kreyenbroek 1995: 10-15). 
7 Frank 1911. Scheich Adi Der Grosse Heilige Der Jezi. Berlin: Kirchhain. 
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It must be noted that researchers interested in the Yezidis for different reasons always had to 

rely on preciously little information actually coming from the Yezidis themselves. The 

Yezidis have often hidden their religious belonging to outsiders as a way of protecting 

themselves against persecution through the concept of taqqiya. Hence, there are significant 

gaps in the scholarly knowledge on Yezidi origins and early history, explained both by the 

lack of written historical sources and documentation to rely on, and by scarce information 

from Yezidis themselves. Still today it is difficult for researchers who are interested in the 

longer historical perspective to find adequate information about the Yezidis. 

Contemporary research within the field of Yezidi studies 

Since the 1970s, parts of the ‘qewls, Yezidi sacred poetry that had previously been passed 

down the generations orally, have been published in writing. This is an attempt to collect and 

publish the otherwise rapidly disappearing ‘qewl-tradition. The textual publications have 

spurred interest, both among scholars and among the Yezidis themselves. There are a few 

different publications, but especially Êzidyatî (Sileman & Rashow 1979) has attracted 

attention. This publication was written by two Yezidi university graduates with permission 

from Yezidi religious leaders in Iraq to put this previously secretive tradition into writing and 

it has been compared to the Bible or the Qur’an in terms of significance (Kreyenbroek & 

Rashow 2005:xiii, Spät 2005:38). 

During the 1980s and 1990s, a few landmark accounts on the Yezidis were published. John S. 

Guest, who served in the British army in Iraq, Iran and Egypt during the 1940s, has written 

the perhaps most detailed historical work on the Yezidis in his Survival Among the Kurds. A 

history of the Yezidis ([1987] 1993). In 1999, the Arabist Nelida Fuccaro published The Other 

Kurds. Yazidis in Colonial Iraq, focusing on Yezidis during the British mandate. The 

Kurdologist Philip G. Kreyenbroek has published extensively on Yezidi history, society and 

mythology. His influence on the modern field of Yezidi studies cannot be overestimated. 

Kreyenbroek made the ‘qewls accessible to non-Kurdish speakers by publishing translations 

in Yezidism – its background, observances and textual tradition (1995). Kreyenbroek and 

Rashow later re-published these translations with descriptions of their context and 

interpretations of their meanings in God and Sheikh Adi are Perfect. Sacred Poems and 

Religious Naratives from the Yezidi Tradition (2005). The authors have also published on the 

topic of Yezidism in diaspora in an interview study among Yezidis in Germany, Yezidism in 

Europe. Different Generations Speak about their Religion (2009). 
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The past two decades show a growing interest in Yezidi studies. Christine Allison’s The 

Yezidi Oral Tradition in Iraqi Kurdistan ([2001] 2014) and Eszter Spät’s Late Antique Motifs 

in Yezidi Oral Tradition (2010, see also Spät, ([1985] 2005) explore orally transmitted 

mythology and narratives in the Yezidi community in Sheikhan. Both authors combine 

literary sources with extensive fieldwork in Iraq, thus paving the way for ethnographic 

accounts within the field. In 2010, the art historian Birgül Açıkyıldız published the first 

edition of The Yezidis. The History of a Community, Culture and Religion ([2010] 2014). 

Açıkyıldız focuses on Yezidi material culture and sacral architecture in Iraq and Armenia, but 

the book also goes into detail on Yezidi history, ritual and mythology. The (to my knowledge) 

first PhD thesis written in English by an Iraqi Yezidi was published in 2018. Qader Saleem 

Shammo’s Yezidis in Iraq. Between Citizenship and Policies of Marginalization (1958-2005) 

portrays a map of the modern history of Yezidis in Iraq drawing on sources in Arabic and 

Kurdish that had not previously been examined by researchers (Shammo 2018). Ethnographic 

accounts of Yezidis have been written by Magnus Bärtås and Fredrik Ekman in Yezidier. En 

reseessä (2014) and in Gerard Russell’s chapter on Yezidis in Heirs to Forgotten Kingdoms. 

Journeys into the Disappearing Religions of the Middle East (2014). 

A body of research written by Caucasian scholars explore different aspects of Yezidi 

aesthetics, symbolism and mythology. Asatrian and Arkaelova’s The Religion of the Peacock 

Angel. The Yezidis and their Spirit World (2014) focuses on the Yezidi concept of God, 

Sheikh ‘Adi, Tawûsî-Melek and other figures in the Yezidi pantheon of Holy Beings.8 Others 

have written about aspects such as the symbolism of the black serpent (Nicolaus 2011), the 

Yezidi practices of circumcision and blood-brotherhood (Nicolaus 2016), Yezidi notions of 

the hereafter (Arkaelova & Amrian 2012) and the symbolism of the white pearl for the 

creation of earth (Rodziewicz 2016). 

Research works within anthropology, psychology and women’s studies have looked at the 

effects of and strategies for coping with sexual trauma among Yezidi women in the years after 

IS targeted the Yezidis in Sinjar  (see for instance Erdener 2017, Nicolaus 2017, Jäger 2018, 

8 See also Asatrian and Arkaelova 2003, 2004 and Arkaelova 2002, 2004 for less extensive accounts on the same 
theme. 
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Al-Ali 2018).9 Scholars have also begun noticing how the Yezidis, as a reaction to the 2014 

genocide, increasingly engage in negotiations of ethnic belonging and identity (Spät 2018, 

Nicolaus & Yuce 2019). 

Until now little has been written on Yezidis living in diaspora. The Arabist Sebastian Maisel’s 

Yezidis in Syria. Identity Building among a Double Minority (2017) explores the position of 

Yezidis as one of many ethnic and religious minorities in Syria. The same year the historian 

of religion Simon Sorgenfrei (2017) published a chapter about Yezidis living in Sweden in the 

government report on ethno-religious minorities of Middle Eastern origins living in Sweden. 

Perspectives on origins and early Yezidi history 
Even at a first glance, multiple similarities between Yezidi symbolism, rituals and narratives 

and other religious traditions can be discerned. Such similarities often lead contemporary 

scholars to describe Yezidi history in terms of “multi-layered”, “syncretistic” or “non-

dogmatic”. Such descriptions can be problematic since Yezidi history and rituals are 

implicitly portrayed as incoherent and fuzzy around the edges, while other religious traditions 

are understood as more consistent, coherent, and comprehensible. Hence, I want to open this 

section of the chapter by putting forward an argumentation on how similarities between 

Yezidi history and other religious traditions with their origins in the Middle East can be 

understood without portraying Yezidi history in terms of being uniquely “syncretistic” or 

“unorthodox”. 

Getting past notions of syncretism and authenticity 

Allison argues that scholarly attempts to understand Yezidi beliefs and practices were often 

coloured by the researchers’ pre-understandings of Abrahamic religions and the categories 

they build on, into which they tried to fit the Yezidis (2014:3). What becomes interesting, 

then, is to explore how scholars can understand and describe Yezidi history and its obvious 

interconnectedness to other religions with origins in the Middle East, without falling into 

either essentialist notions of “authenticity”, or a use of words implying “coherence” versus 

“inconsistency”. And finally, how can Yezidi tradition, in all its complexity, be portrayed 

while avoiding Judeo-Christian- or Islamocentric perspectives that see Abrahamic traditions 

as points of reference against which other religions are necessarily compared? 

9 For a journalistic account of Yezidi women under IS see Cathy Otten’s With Ash on Their Faces. Yezidi 
Women and the Islamic State (2017). 
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In the report Religiösa minoriteter från Mellanöstern (Religious Minorities from the Middle 

East) the authors discuss how back-and-forth flows of influences between ethnic and religious 

traditions originating in the Middle East can be understood (Larsson, Sorgenfrei & Stockman 

2017). The reader is reminded that this part of the world has for thousands of years been a 

melting pot of different cultural influences, a milieu in which beliefs, myths, rites, 

ceremonies, sacred places and stories of prophets and saints have been shared, interpreted and 

re-interpreted by the peoples living there. Borrowing an expression from the authors, these 

conditions have resulted in “a joint repertoire” of myths, events and people that have 

flourished in the Middle East for thousands of years. Inhabitants of these rugged landscapes 

have adopted various elements from this joint repertoire throughout times, creating a flora of 

religious traditions with a number of similarities (2017:7-9).10 

The authors conclude: 

In this way, ideas and cultural observances flow back and forth between peoples and 
geographical areas throughout history. To, with certainty, say how a certain phenomenon first 
originates and what influenced what in these processes is difficult, not to say impossible. 

(Larsson, Sorgenfrei & Stockman 2017:7. My translation from Swedish.) 

Yezidi history, then, influenced by the same narratives and sources as Abrahamic traditions, is 

constructed with “building blocks” combined in a unique manner (Larsson, Sorgenfrei & 

Stockman 2017:165). Following this argument, the characteristics of Yezidi history, or other 

ethnic and/or religious minorities, then, do not need to be understood as more, or less, 

syncretistic or multi-layered than the major Abrahamic traditions. 

Origins and early history 

Researchers have argued that Yezidi history, resembling something similar to what we 

recognize it as today, begins in the 12th century in the isolated mountain valley of Lalish in 

Northern Iraq.11 At this time, Kurdish tribes living in the area surrounding Lalish became 

followers of ‘Adi bin Musafir (approximately 1073-1160), a Sufi Sheikh of Umayyad descent 

whose life was well documented by medieval historians. Sheikh ‘Adi was born in the 

Lebanese Be’eka valley and later studied alongside famous contemporaries in Baghdad, 

10 An example of such myth is that of a flood that threatens to extinguish all species is personalized through 
Utnapishtim in the Epic of Gilgamesh and Noah, or Nuh in Yezidi, Jewish, Christian and Muslim mythology 
(Sorgenfrei, Larsson & Stockman 2017:7) The myth of Nuh/Noah and the flood is significant in the aesthetics 
and symbolism of Yezidi tradition, since the Yezidi reverence of the black snake is understood to stem from it. 
11 For a detailed account of early Yezidi history, see Guest (1993). For a more concise report, see Kreyenbroek 
1995: 27-44. 
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before he withdrew to the Kurdish mountains to live an ascetic and secluded life.12 In 

Sheikhan, he met Aramaic speaking Jewish and Christian communities alongside Kurdish 

tribes. It is believed that some of the Kurds were followers of Umayyad Caliph Yezid bin 

Mu’yawia. Other Kurdish tribes were followers of pre-Islamic religions (Spät 2010: 70-73). 

In Lalish, Sheikh ‘Adi formed the Sufi Adawiyya order which rapidly grew in popularity. 

Between the 12th and 15th centuries, the order’s influence came to reach far beyond the region 

of Sheikhan (Spät 2010: 70-73). Kreyenbroek writes that with time and due to geographical 

isolation, the Lalish community of Adawiyya followers became increasingly isolated and 

gradually came to differ in practices and beliefs from the order elsewhere. This resulted in 

growing tensions with the surrounding Islamic communities and over time, both Yezidis and 

Muslims came to see their religions as separated and unrelated (2009:35-36). Scholars 

generally agree that the Yezidis as a collective identity in the sense we recognize it as today 

took form after his death, likely, under the reign of Sheikh Hasan, the third leader of the 

Adawiyya Order (Açıkyıldız 2010:41-42). 

Scholars describe Sheikh ‘Adi as respected due to his ascetic lifestyle and high intellect, and 

this is often emphasised in explaining how his religious order quickly attracted such large 

numbers of followers. Fuccaro argues that the general influence Sufism gained in the region 

after the Muslim conquest has to be taken into account in order to understand the attraction of 

the Adawiyya to the Kurdish tribes in a wider socio-economic perspective of northern Iraq in 

the 11th and 12th centuries. Fuccaro writes that in this highly ethno-religiously diversified 

region, Sufi brotherhoods were socio-economically, religiously and culturally significant 

actors. One reason was their central role in developing economic transactions between 

nomadic, semi-nomadic and agricultural communities in the region (1999:13). 

There seems to be a near-consensus among scholars on these past connections between Yezidi 

and Sufi-Sunni Islamic history through sheikh ‘Adi and the Adawiyya. Sheikh ‘Adi’s presence 

in Lalish contributed to defining the Yezidis as a community with a sense of shared identity 

and introduced parts of the customs Yezidis still live by. There is also a general conclusion 

among scholars that pre-Islamic, Iranian and Kurdish roots can be found in Yezidi history, 

and that they too have played a significant role in shaping it (Kreyenbroek & Rashow 

12‘Adi bin Musafir studied alongside ‘Abd al-Qadir, founder of the Sufi Qaddiriya order, as well as with the al-
Ghazali brothers. For a detailed description of Sheikh ‘Adi’s biography and his religious and philosophical ideas, 
see for instance Aloian (2008). 
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2005:3). Variations can then be found in whether scholars emphasise the pre-Islamic past, or 

the connections to the Adawiyya. Kreyenbroek, elaborating on the influences of the Sufi as 

well as the pre-Islamic past, argues that Sheikh ‘Adi’s influence and presence in Lalish made 

his new followers familiar with the concept of Islamic law, which they rejected. Significantly, 

Sheikh ‘Adi also introduced them to a Sufi vocabulary, which they gradually accepted and 

partly invested with own meanings (2009:17). The explanation is noteworthy, not least 

because it addresses the frequent use of Sufi and Islamic vocabulary in the Yezidis’ socio-

religious system. 

The author concludes: 

The religious tradition of the Yezidi community could therefore be said to consist largely of 
ancient, pre-Islamic elements, which are couched in the language, and to some extent by the 
world-view, of medieval Sufism. 

(Kreyenbroek 2009:18) 

Kreyenbroek accentuates similarities between the Yezidis and Ahl-i-Haqq (known Yaresan in 

Iran or Kaka’i in Iraqi Kurdistan), a Kurdish speaking minority found in Iran and Iraqi 

Kurdistan. The author argues that the two come from a joint fundament of ancient Iranian 

religions that possibly go as far back as the second millennium BCE (Kreyenbroek 2009:17). 

Spät follows Kreyenbroek’s line of argument and points to similarities between the two, such 

as the creation myth tracing the origins of the world from a primeval, white pearl (2010:57-

59). The Yezidis have also been associated to other ethno-religious minorities in the region, 

such as the Mandaeans (Spät 2010: 57-67). Fuccarro argues that Yezidi history bears 

resemblance to pre-Islamic Iranian traditions such as Zoroastrianism (for instance through the 

cult of angels, my addition) as well as Islamic and Christian traditions, especially in practices 

and rituals, such as the rite of baptism, circumcision and fasting (Fuccaro 1999). 

Discussions of Yezidi origins need to be understood through the lens of history, politics, 

literature, and conflicts surrounding the Yezidis and their relationships with other 

communities in Iraq. Contemporary Yezidis have different opinions on the role and influence 

of Sheikh ‘Adi and Sufism. While revered by some, others see him as a mere reformer, 

someone who added Islamic elements as well as endogamy and the caste system to an already 

existing religion. Others, especially Yezidis who argue that their history should be traced fully 

to non-Islamic origins, divide Yezidi history into two eras, before and after Sheikh ‘Adi, 

where the period prior to Sheikh ‘Adi is seen as more pure (Allison 2014, Spät 2005). A new 
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generation of educated Yezidis living in Iraq and elsewhere consciously reject any signs that 

might reflect Islamic influence on Yezidi history (Spät 2005:39-40). Spät concludes that 

adherents of a pre-Islamic religion could well hide behind the outer forms of Sufism to 

preserve their religious identity, while appearing to have joined Islam in the eyes of the 

outside world, and, in the process, absorbed Sufi and Islamic elements (2010:72-73). Such 

explanation would support the argument that Yezidi history should be traced mainly to pre-

Islamic origins. Conversely, Yezidi history could have originated as a Sufi order that adopted 

so many pre-Islamic elements over time that it eventually lost its Islamic identity (Spät 

2010:72-73) - a potential chain of events that would support emphasizing Islamic-Sufi origins 

to Yezidi history. 

I now leave discussions of Yezidi origins behind and will in the following paragraphs give an 

overview of Yezidi migration trajectories. This is significant since issues of migration, living 

in diaspora and relations to the land of birth are at the core of analysis in this text. Notions of 

the Yezidis being devil worshippers have caused them to be exposed to a long history of 

persecution and violence in the Middle East. A growing number of Yezidis live outside of 

Iraq as a consequence of repeated persecution and forced migration, and contemporary 

Yezidis constitute a geographically dispersed and diversified group. While bonds between 

some Yezidi diaspora communities stay close, others have been isolated from each other for 

long periods of time. 

A history of persecution, migration and exile 
It is believed that the Yezidis constituted a coherent and influential community in 

Mesopotamia before the 16th century, even though sources on the period between the 12th and 

16th century are scarce. Some of the leading Kurdish tribes were Yezidi, and they constituted 

a powerful force in the area despite tensions with the neighbouring Muslim communities 

(Spät 2005:19).13 As non-Muslims, Yezidis could be sold as slaves, and there were repeated 

raids against the Yezidi community. An attack executed by Ottoman armies in 1415 is often 

described as the first of many genocides targeting the Yezidis throughout history. It destroyed 

the temple of Lalish and the tomb of Sheikh ‘Adi. The temple was rebuilt but the event 

triggered further animosities between the Yezidis and their neighbours. 

13 Spät bases this account on Sherefname – The Chronicle of the Kurds – a 16th century account of Kurdish 
history. 
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The 16th and 17th centuries came with a strengthening and consolidation of rivalry between the 

Sunni-Turkish Ottoman and Shia-Persian Safavid Empires. During this period, many Yezidi 

tribes were either forced to convert to Islam, or did so voluntarily. Becoming Muslims offered 

an attractive opportunity to avoid persecution. The Yezidis found themselves in a more 

marginalized position and gradually, as their power waned, they became even more 

persecuted (Kreyenbroek & Rashow 2005: 4-5). 

The first large Yezidi emigration took place from the Ottoman Empire throughout the 19th 

century. Yezidi communities lived in the areas that today constitute the southern and eastern 

parts of Turkey, and they were placed in the lowest cadres of Ottoman society. Since they 

were not defined as Ahl al-Kitab (the People of the Book), they did not go under the (partial) 

protection of Islamic law. In the 17th century Ottomans began organizing raids against the 

Sheikhani Yezidis, who resisted both doing military service in the Ottoman army, and paying 

taxes to Ottoman authorities (Açıkyıldız 2014, Bertås & Ekman 2014). During this first 

period of large-scale Yezidi emigration, many escaped for Armenia and Georgia. A Yezidi 

community of around 60 000 now live in Armenia, Georgia and in smaller numbers in 

Azerbaijan (Allison 2014:27). 

The Yezidis began migrating to Western Europe from the late 20th century, mostly from Iraq. 

Many Caucasian Yezidis have migrated to Western Europe in search of economic stability 

and improved conditions of life during the last decades (Açıkyıldız 2010: 199). Problems of 

unemployment and poverty in Turkey, and the conflict between the Turkish government and 

the PKK (Kurdistan Worker’s Party) pushed more Yezidis to leave Turkey for Germany 

between the 1960s and the 1980s. Later, Yezidis from Iraq have migrated to Germany, which 

is today the Western European country with the most sizeable Yezidi diaspora (Nicolaus & 

Yuce 2019).14 

2014 and its aftermath 

Approximately 650 000 Yezidis lived in villages and towns of northern Iraq prior to 2014. 

The majority lived in the region of and around Mount Sinjar, located west of Sheikhan, close 

to the Syrian border. The Yezidis first moved to this remote part of Iraq fleeing persecution in 

14 Estimates of how many Yezidis live in Germany vary considerably, between 35 000 and 120 000. Yezidi 
communities also live in the Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland, Belgium, France, the UK, the US, Australia 
and Canada and Syria. Assumingly there is, or has been, a small Yezidi community in Iran, around Kermanshah 
in the Western parts of the country. However, this cannot be confirmed since Yezidis in Iran have concealed 
their religious belonging to avoid repressions from the Iranian regime (Nicolaus & Yuce 2019). 
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Sheikhan in the middle of the 13th century.15 For centuries, this has been home to the world’s 

largest Yezidi community. Hopes and expectations have always been set to the natural 

features of the mountainous, harsh landscape of Sinjar to offer protection and shelter from 

persecution. The mountains, however, have not always been able to offer safety. Early in the 

morning on August 3, 2014, Mount Sinjar became target to a surprise attack by the IS, a 

massacre that has been labelled as genocide by the United Nations and a number of nations. 

Within a few days, the organization conquered all Yezidi villages around the foot of the 

mountain, and a massive refugee crisis followed. How this was made possible, and why the 

Kurdish Peshmerga forces responsible to guard and protect the mountain failed to do so, is a 

thorny and much discussed issue.16 

Estimates say that 80 % of the Yezidis living in Sinjar were forced to flee in 2014, and this 

has dramatically changed the Yezidi demography in Iraq. Parallel movements of migration 

currently take place within the country, as well as from Iraq to other countries. Thousands of 

Yezidi refugees from Sinjar are internally displaced and live in refugee camps in Sheikhan. A 

camp sheltering Yezidis from Sinjar is found in the outskirts of most Yezidi villages in 

Sheikhan, and some are turning into semi-permanent settlements. 

Iraq: politics of inclusion and marginalization 
The purpose of the following paragraphs is to provide the reader with a sense of the 

geographical locations as well as the social and political positions Yezidis hold in Iraqi 

society. I will focus on the recent history; hence, the accounts below refer to the Ba‘athist 

period (1968-2003) and the period after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003.17 

Geography 

Northern Iraq is still home to the world’s largest Yezidi community, even though, as 

previously discussed, many have emigrated due to persecution and difficult life conditions in 

this area. In these parts of Iraq, Yezidis constitute a sizeable minority; they are the third 

15 Yezidis then escaped Sheikhan and the massacres against them conducted by the governor of Mosul, Badr al-
Din Lu’lu’, who feared Kurdish rebellion against his reign and whose hostility towards the Yezidis has been 
documented. Today, Sinjar does not have a clearly defined status in Iraq, but is regarded as disputed territory. 
According to paragraph 140 in the post-Ba‘ath Iraqi constitution from 2005, a referendum should decide whether 
this region is to be governed by Erbil or Baghdad. Until now, the referendum has been postponed and the general 
analysis is that this is in the interest of the Iraqi central government since the majority vote is expected to fall on 
a belonging to the Kurdish areas. The unclear status of Sinjar made it especially vulnerable to attacks by violent 
extremist groups (Nicolaus & Yuce 2019). 
16 For an analysis of what factors preceded the attack, see for instance Hasan Hama 2019. 
17 For historical accounts of Yezidi positions in Iraq, see Fucarro 1999, Spät 2010, Allison 2014.  
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largest religious group in the country as a whole, after the Shi’a and Sunni Muslims. The Iraqi 

Yezidi community is geographically divided between the Kurdish region of Sheikhan, 

bordering Turkey and Iran to the east, and the Arabic region of Sinjar [Shingal in Kurdish], 

bordering Syria to the west. The twin-towns of Beḥzanê and Ba‘shîqe are the third largest 

Yezidi settlement in Iraq. Beḥzanê and Ba‘shîqe are located between Mosul and Sheikhan and 

they hold a significant role in Yezidi history since the ‘qewwals come from there.18 

Sheikhan is the Yezidi historical, political and religious heartland; it hosts the oldest Yezidi 

villages and, most significantly, the valley of Lalish, which will be explored in chapter four. 

The town of ‘Eyn Sifnî, located a few kilometres from the valley of Lalish, is regarded by the 

Yezidis as the capital of Sheikhan because the highest religious leader, Baba Sheikh, and 

other Yezidi religious dignitaries live here. Some kilometres away lays the village of Ba‘adrê. 

Iraqi Yezidis consider the village to be their political capital since it is home to the highest 

secular leader, the Mîr (often translated as the Prince) - whose house rests like a bird’s nest on 

a mountain plateau overlooking the village. 

Villages are scattered across the plains of Nineveh, and the spire of a Yezidi temple, the dome 

of a mosque, or a cross hanging above the road often reveal from afar whether a majority of 

the village dwellers are Yezidi, Muslim or Christian. Driving through the Yezidi villages, one 

sees a mixture of houses - some simple and run down, some empty, abandoned by families 

that have left and moved abroad. In other corners of the villages, there is construction work 

and more upscale houses in stone and marble, build in a distinct Iraqi architecture in black, 

white and brown. While many Yezidis live in poor socio-economic conditions in Iraqi 

Kurdistan, there is a Yezidi middle class in Sheikhan, as reflected in the village housing.19 

The Yezidi villages are cradled between three major Iraqi cities. Erbil (the city’s Kurdish 

name is Hawler) is located in the east, Duhok in the north and Mosul in the south; roads 

crisscrossing the Nineveh plains connect them. The city of Duhok, with its about 350 000 

inhabitants, is located closest to the Yezidi villages on the plain. Considered more 

18 While the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) governs most of Sheikhan, Sinjar and Beḥzanê -Ba‘shîqe are 
administered by the Iraqi central government in Baghdad. The Kurdish areas officially constitute a part of Iraq, 
but the cities, towns and villages here have far-reaching autonomy since the 1990s, and have since then been 
attractive to Iraq’s various minorities. Consequently, the Yezidi villages and towns in Iraq are divided between 
the Arabic and Kurdish areas. 
19 As non-Muslims, Yezidis are exempted from the ban on trading with alcohol in Iraq. Subsequently, some 
Yezidis have been able to find a profitable, but precarious, profession in transporting alcohol from the Kurdish 
region to Mosul or Baghdad. 
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conservative than the regional capital Erbil, Duhok is still an urban centre teeming with noise 

and street life. A steady flow of white Toyotas and Land Cruisers is omnipresent in the 

cityscape, alongside taxis, merchants and pedestrians. The city centre is surrounded by 

mountains along the Tigris River, houses spread out on the slopes of the mountains. 

Politics and urbanization 

Throughout Iraqi recent history, living conditions for the Yezidis have been fluctuating, to 

some extent following the same pattern as that of the Sunni Muslim Kurdish population. 

However, being both Kurds and non-Muslims in an Arab-Shia Muslim majority society, 

Yezidis have been exposed to multiple layers of stigmatization. They continue to be exposed 

to prejudice, racism and violent persecution in Iraq.20 Throughout the 1970s, the Ba’ath party 

launched campaigns to homogenize and “Arabize” all of Iraq and the regime tried to force 

Yezidis to identify as Arabs rather than Kurds, among other things through ethnically 

categorizing them as Arabs on their identity cards. Many refused, and as a result, Yezidi 

villages were repressed and neglected by the Iraqi government, lacking water, electricity and 

basic infrastructure as well as health and educational facilities (Kreyenbroek 2009: 37). 

Allison (2014) writes that as a reaction to 1970s rebellions by the Kurds against the Ba‘ath 

and the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, the Iraqi central government began a large-scale policy of 

demolishing villages in Sheikhan and resettling villagers into larger, collective villages 

(mujama’at). Moving the small, older villages away from their secluded locations in the 

mountains down to the more exposed plains of Nineveh was a way for the Ba’ath to keep 

them under scrutiny and gain increased control over potential resistance.21 

Different factors, such as moving closer to the large cities in Iraqi Kurdistan, but also 

increased access to schooling, have resulted in the fact that the social structures of Iraqi 

Yezidi society have gone through profound changes since the mid-1970s. Yezidis living in 

20 Scholars point at how Yezidis have been useful in constructing a Kurdish nationalist myth. The Yezidis have 
been ascribed symbolic significance as adherents of the original, pre-Islamic, Kurdish religion by the major 
Kurdish political parties and they are regarded as a symbol of the cultural heritage and separate identity of all 
Kurds in relation to their Arab neighbours (Kreyenbroek 2009, Açıkyıldız 2010). The mutually pejorative and 
romanticized reputation and status that surround the Yezidis in Iraq constitute both a blessing and a curse. 
Allison writes that the Yezidis connections to pre-Islamic Kurdish history have given them a special status in 
Iraq. At the same time, it has ascribed them a status as archaic "a piece of Iraqi folklore" (Allison 2014: 37). 
21 It should be noted that the re-settlements formed part of a general Ba‘ath policy against the Kurds. The 
Yezidis were not specifically targeted but the Yezidi villages became part of the same collectivization campaigns 
(Allison 2014). 
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Sheikhan have, to some extent, integrated into larger Kurdish society, at least in the urban 
22areas. 

A note on Yezidi societal structures 
In what follows, I introduce some concepts relating to Yezidi societal structures. Emphasis is 

set on rules surrounding marriage and caste, the significance of physical place and landscapes 

in Yezidi history, and on ways of passing on knowledge on religion. These are the aspects of 

Yezidi history and society that I have deemed significant for the reader’s understanding of the 

subsequent analysis. The end of the chapter focuses on the changing dynamics surroundings 

some of these concepts that are taking place, in diaspora as well as in Iraq. 

Marriage and caste 

Yezidi “ways of life” have been described as an inextricably intertwined mixture of ethnic 

belonging, societal structures, relationship patterns, physical places and landscapes, 

mythology, ceremonies, and rituals. Kreyenbroek & Rashow argue that knowing one’s place 

in the complex web of Yezidi social relations is one of the foremost religious duties (2005:6). 

One way to begin detangling what this means might be to say that for the Yezidis, ethnicity 

and religion go together. In the same way as one is born into ethnicity, one is born into 

religion. Hence, it is impossible for an outsider to convert to become a Yezidi, and similar 

prohibitions apply for Yezidis to convert or officially leave the community. Rules of marriage 

and having children are central. As for other non-proselytizing groups where religion ties into 

ethnicity, marriage is a significant tool for preserving the identity and separateness of the 

community. Most Yezidis practice endogamy (strong taboos surround exogamy). Rules on 

marriage are intertwined with a caste system that organizes Yezidis into three hereditary, 

unchangeable, castes: murids (laymen), pirs (elders) and sheikhs. Pirs and sheiks are sub-

divided along lines of tribe and family while murids are not (Spät 2010). Marriage between 

castes, or between the sub-groups within the castes, is considered prohibited among a 

majority of Yezidis.23 

22 The Yezidi community in Sinjar has gradually become more isolated from the religious centres and main 
ceremonies in Sheikhan, and it has been described as more conserve than Yezidis living close to or in the more 
urban areas of Sheikhan (Spät 2018:422). Maisel argues that as a result, two different Yezidi identities have 
developed in Iraq, alongside a third identity of those who left Iraq and now live in diaspora (2017: 93-95). 
23 Murids are traditionally expected to follow a sheikh and a pir for advice on religion, an allegiance often 
inherited within the family (Spät 2010). The Yezidi religious system has additional groups, whose members fill 
various functions within Yezidi society and I will mention a few of them briefly The religious ascetics, faqirs (a 
word that literally means "poor one" and that originally referred to the Sufi dervishes) are highly respected in the 
Yezidi social world as role models of piety for the community. Faqirs are expected to fast for long periods, 
abstain from drinking and smoking, sleep in discomfort and dress in rough, black, clothes made of wool. 
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The significance of soil, landscape and physical place 

Yezidi history and community life is described as closely connected to, and dependent on, 

specific places and landscapes of Iraq. Kreyenbroek argues that physical places provide the 

clearest focus for the devotional feelings and practices of the Yezidi community (1995:72). 

Physical places, such as shrines, temples or elements of the landscape, serve as physical 

manifestations of the divine on earth in a similar manner as sheikhs and pirs are understood to 

socially represent the divine and function as links between God, Tawûsî-Melek and humans 

(Kreyenbroek & Rashow 2005:12-13). 

Dedication to physical places and their interconnectedness with the divine is expressed in 

different ways. Every Yezidi village in Iraq has a mausoleum devoted to a Holy Figure or 

saint, believed to possess different traits, such as curing illnesses, or having the power to 

control elements of nature. The mausoleums are always isolated; located in the outskirts of 

the villages, set apart from the living areas, in close proximity to a cemetery. In her book on 

Yezidi sacral architecture, Açıkyıldız argues that the isolated locations can be explained by 

the need for protection, but they can also be signs of the ascetic lifestyle of figures in early 

Yezidi history. This pattern of sacred buildings and elements of the landscape are an integral 

part of the Yezidi cultural environment, physical manifestations of the Yezidi belief system. 

Religious duties, ceremonies, rituals and rites of passage of those living in the village are 

performed and observed there, and the dead are buried and commemorated there. Hence, 

these places play a significant role in maintaining everyday life and a shared sense of 

community in the Yezidi villages (Açıkyıldız 2014:131). This is also where the Yezidis have 

been able to preserve their architectural distinctiveness (Açıkyıldız 2014:115), which is an 

aspect I will return to in the empirical chapters. 

Spoken and written word 

Yezidi mythology has traditionally been transmitted between generations by word of mouth. 

‘Qewwals, reciters or religious musicians, travel the Yezidi villages on festive and sad 

occasions to perform sacred hymns (‘qewls) in singing sessions, sermons (mishabet) and 

‘sema-ceremonies. The ‘qewwals, along a small group from the religious elite, have been the 

Fiqreyyat are white dressed, celibate women who live permanently in the valley of Lalish and function as 
servants of the temple and its surrounding buildings. In October 2019, during my fieldwork in Iraq, one single 
fiqreyyat lived in the valley. Kocheks (“little one") serve as outdoor servants in Lalish and are responsible for 
tasks such as fetching water and wood to the facilities. They work under supervision of Baba Sheikh, and, 
similar to faqirs and fiqreyyat, they are expected to live up to ascetic ideals, such as long periods of fasting 
(Kreyenbroek 1995: 132-136). 
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only ones in Yezidi society allowed to take part of this knowledge; taking on this task is a 

prestigious recognition, often inherited from father to son. Historically, ‘qewwals underwent 

rigorous training from an early age, learned the qewls by heart, and became experts in reciting 

or playing religious instruments. The performances and village visits by the ‘qewwals 

constitute a central part of Yezidi religious and communal life (Kreyenbroek & Rashow 

2005).24 

This oral transmission of knowledge, based on memorization and personal interpretation, is 

generally understood as one of the explanations to why Yezidi narrative tradition entails a 

number of variations of myths and events. ‘Qewwals have been conclusive to preserving 

tradition since the Yezidis, with the exception of sheikhs of a certain tribal line, have 

historically been prohibited from learning how to read and write (Spät 2010:92, Allison 

2014:46). Little is known regarding when and why the prohibition came about, whether it 

concerned literacy in general, or if it was a specific ban on partaking in formal education. 

Scholars have understood the prohibition as an attempt to control the community by 

regulating how and when religious knowledge was being distributed, as a way to preserve the 

secrecy of religion to outsiders, or as a custom that was given religious legitimacy since the 

Yezidis were generally preliterate. Allison writes that contemporary Yezidis commonly 

explain the ban as a strategy to avoid going school with Muslims in Iraq, since that would 

have meant being forced to take part of Islamic teachings. The ban on schooling would 

thereby have been a way to avoid risks of conversion (Allison 2014: 46-47). 

The status and role of the ‘qewwals is shifting in contemporary Iraq as life in the Yezidi 

villages is evolving due to urbanisation, migration and changing life patterns. Younger 

members of the ‘qewwal families are less inclined to choose this demanding profession and 

increasingly take on other professions or educational paths. Subsequently, as volunteers 

increasingly perform the tasks of the ‘qewwals, standards of education are deteriorating, and 

this knowledge is at risk of being lost in the foreseeable future.25 

24 ‘Qewwals belong to two murid tribes, the Dimli and the Tazhi, and they live only in the twin towns of 
Beḥzanê and Ba‘ashike located between Sheikhan and Sinjar. It is believed that there used to be a ‘qewwal 
school of training [medrese] in the area. The Dimli speak Kurmanj while the Tazhi speak a Lebanese dialect of 
Arabic and use Kurmanji only as language of prayer or chanting (Açıkyıldız 2014:127). 
25 Kreyenbroek and Rashow explain that the narrative form in the ‘qewls largely discard linear time. Rather, they 
tell of a sacred history that is topical, set in a remote, undifferentiated past. Details that are significant for a 
Yezidi to know and remember are emphasized and there is a tendency, as within other oral traditions, to 
juxtapose events and discuss them in separate texts rather than organizing them in linear sequence. A number of 
topics, such as stories about the Creation of Earth, the early Yezidi community and eschatological beliefs are 
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Scholars have pointed at a growing interest in the Yezidi textual corpuses and that the ‘qewls 

are increasingly seen as canonical, authoritative texts (Kreynbroek 1995, Kreyenbroek & 

Rashow 2005, Kreyenbroek 2009, Spät 2005, 2010, Allison 2010, Langer 2010). Allison 

writes that this shift can be understood against the background of Yezidis now getting access 

to formal education, both in and outside of Iraq. The first generation of Iraqi Yezidis that had 

access to schooling (some even continuing to university) reached adulthood in the 1970s. 

From reading and writing historically being a taboo it is now becoming the norm. Today, oral 

and written transmission of knowledge on religion seems to exist side by side. 

Literacy has come with demands for canonical written texts, perhaps most clearly from the 

Yezidis living outside of Iraq (Allison 2014: 49-50). “Recording tradition” in a textual corpus, 

and thereby making it accessible to Yezidis everywhere, can also be understood as a way of 

meeting needs for religious knowledge and guidance, also far away from the Yezidi religious 

centre of Sheikhan. Scholars have argued that this newly awakened textual focus can also be 

read as an adaptation to the Abrahamic traditions and the central position authoritative, 

written texts have within them. Yezidis in diaspora push forth this process, not least because 

they have been forced to try to explain their religion to outsiders in their current home 

countries, often in Western Europe. Kreyenbroek and Rashow argue that, subsequently, 

Yezidis “began to seek answers to questions that were based on a non-indigenous mental map 

of what “religion” was, and how it functioned. Myths and central religious concepts are being 

re-interpreted, described in “modern” terms with the purpose of adapting them to be 

understood also by outsiders, adjusting them to findings of science, or to political demands 

(Kreyenbroek & Rashow 2005). 

Changing discursive landscapes 

Perhaps not unexpectedly, aspects of Yezidi life and society are currently challenged and 

negotiated by a younger generation living in Germany, Sweden, Armenia and elsewhere. 

Yezidis in diaspora have been disconnected from forms of Yezidi life where rituals and visits 

to holy places play a significant role in preserving traditions (Spät 2009:126). Kreyenbroek’s 

study from 2009 among older and younger generation Yezidis in Germany shows that a 

generational divide characterize the German Yezidi community. Discussions take place on 

told to illustrate moral points. The authors stress that the insignificance of linear time is important, since it 
explains some of the discrepancies between Yezidi sacred history and “historical facts” about Yezdi history as 
accepted by scholars (2005:19-20). 
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issues such as how to relate to taboos and prohibitions (such as that on exogamy) and how to 

explain and define Yezidi history and mythology to outsiders. The younger generation, who 

often grew up in Europe, viewed ideas of orthopraxy, obedience to authority, concepts of 

honour and shame, close links to nature and the natal land as to some extent dated. The older 

generation, on the other hand, expressed that they have inadequate knowledge to be able to 

discuss these issues with their children and answer their questions. Simultaneously, there is a 

growing need to explain religion in a way that is acceptable and comprehensible to the young 

(Kreyenbroek 2009: 44-46). Other researchers have also pointed at how different taboos and 

prohibitions are currently being negotiated, perhaps redefined, among the younger generation 

(Açıkyıldız 2014, Spät 2005, 2009, Langer 2010). 
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Bullermyren-Hagalund, Borlänge, on a quiet December day in 2019. 

Yezidi cemetery with adjacent temple. Nineveh, October 2019. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Reflections on theory and methods 
“You know, I steal mulberry tree plants in Kurdistan and I grow them here in Borlänge”. 

Diyar tells me of his gardening adventures when I arrive in Borlänge in early June 2019 for a 

first fieldtrip. The phrase, even though Diyar probably did not intend it to be, bears a 

symbolic reference to the Yezidis. The mulberry tree is said to have special significance in 

Yezidi tradition as it is believed to bear sacred qualities and the power to cure diseases 

Açıkyıldız 2014:131). I see Diyar immediately upon getting out on the parking lot in front of 

the train station. Kurdish - in in his mid-fifties, born in southeast Turkey - he came to Sweden 

as a political refugee in the 1980s. Diyar has defined cheekbones in a tanned face and seems 

to constantly smile a soft, mischievous smile. After one of my thesis supervisors provided the 

contact Diyar became a key gatekeeper and sounding board throughout the initial phases of 

this project. Diyar is not a Yezidi, but having known the Yezidis since the first family arrived 

in Borlänge in the late 1980s, he knows the community and their histories well. Diyar 

accompanied me for a couple of days in June 2019, showing me the town and introducing me 

to parts of the Borlänge Yezidi community that I have continuously stayed in touch with 

throughout this project. The mulberry tree plants that Diyar smuggles from the Middle East 

and plants in his garden in Borlänge and the connections between soils they come to represent 

can serve as a metaphor of the issues that are at the core of both the theoretical and 

methodological approaches and the analysis in this study. 

Outline of chapter 

This chapter aims to describe and problematize the theoretical and methodological 

assumptions that have guided this study. The aim here is further to provide the reader with an 

understanding of the frames and content of the theoretical framework applied. The chapter 

continues with an overview of the research process, the fieldwork, considerations relating to 

the choice of research methods and some epistemological reflections.26 

26 In line with the sociologist Beverly Skeggs, I understand methodology as a theory of methods that guides the 
answers to questions such as whom, or what, to study; how to study that phenomenon; how to write, and what 
types of knowledge to use (1997:33). 
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Outlining the theoretical framework 

I have tried to take a creative approach to answer the research questions asked in this study 

and I rely on terminology, understandings and concepts from different theoretical fields I have 

found useful for analysing my material. The theoretical framework applied taps in to the 

fields of spatial studies, ritual studies and studies on cemeteries used by diaspora 

communities. 

As previously mentioned, I entered the field with the theoretical presupposition that Yezidi 

rituals are in different ways connected to physical place and that certain places in Iraq, 

especially the valley of Lalish, are significant as centres of devotion and ritual not just for 

Yezidis who live in Iraq, but also in diaspora. I therefore began to outline a theoretical 

framework by focusing on theories on the concepts of “place” and “space” as put forward by 

scholars in the field of human and cultural geography. What is considered significant in this 

theoretical perspective is that instead of simply describing places and the artefacts within 

them as material facts, focus is set to how places are understood, used, and invested with 

meaning by those who spend time in them and thereby imbue them with meaning.27 

Such perspective implies that places can never be understood as unchanging. To the contrary, 

places are characterized by constant shifts, for example a result of demographic changes due 

to migration, urbanization or gentrification. Places are always in the becoming through 

people’s thoughts and actions. Accepting this perspective does not imply reducing a place to a 

mental or cultural construct. Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, the valley of Lalish, the homes 

where we live, or the rocks that I like to climb are there in a concrete sense. But none of these 

places can be reduced to concrete material and artefacts, or an abstract set of ideas and 

invested meanings. Places are simultaneously both material and mental, constantly changing 

in terms of how they are perceived and in their actual physical appearance. 

The meanings of the terminologies place and space have been applied in numerous ways and 

widely examined by scholars within the fields of human, cultural and political geography 

27 In his work that is considered seminal, the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) introduced the idea that places must 
be understood primarily from the perspectives of the people who give them meaning. Tuan coined the term 
topophilia to refer to affective bonds between a people and a place. Other scholars, especially within the field of 
geography with its various sub-disciplines, have continued exploring places emanating from these Tuanian 
notions. See, for instance, Cresswell 1996, 2014. For an overview of the scholarly discipline of humanistic 
geography and how it relates to Tuan’s legacy, see the introduction in Adams, Hoelscher & Till (eds.) 2001: xiii-
xxix. 
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(Adams, Hoelscher & Till [eds.] 2001, Cresswell 1996, 2014, Tuan 1977), memory studies 

(Fröhlig 2013, Donohoe 2014), Jewish studies (Brauch, Lipphart &Nocke 2008, Lässig & 

Rürup 2017, Hultman 2019), anthropology (Metcalf [ed.] 1996, Feld & Basso 1996, Schwabe 

2016) and philosophy (Casey 1997). The two terms seem notoriously difficult to define and I 

should clarify how I understand and apply them for the purposes of this text.28 Place, in this 

context, denotes “a physical site that bears meaning to an individual or a group of people” 

(Fröhlig 2013:149), “a site of significance” (Cresswell 1996:3) I will use the more abstract 

terminology of “space” to define Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna and Sheikhan as a coherent 

field. I draw here on the idea of present absences introduced by the geographers Sebastian 

Scholl, Matthias Lahr-Kuhrten and Marc Redepenning (2014). Put simply, the authors argue 

that to understand the full complexity of a physical place we have to focus not only on what is 

in them, but also on what is not there. Absences constitute and define places (2014:52). 

Seeing separate places as interconnected in studying the lives of transnational migrant groups 

has been deemed useful by scholars of migration studies, religious studies and by 

anthropologists.29 

To define a more specific theoretical framework I have complemented the analytical focus set 

to meaning and usages of place by adding two perspectives that both fall within the broader 

frame of ritual studies. These perspectives are the understanding of ritual performance 

functioning as a mnemonic device to maintain and convey the social memory of a community 

as outlined by the social anthropologist Paul Connerton ([1989] 2009), and the idea of transfer 

of rituals as outlined by the religious studies scholar Robert Langer and his colleagues (2006). 

Connerton ([1989] 2009) explores how the social memory of a group or a community is 

conveyed and sustained through ritual and what is being remembered through those rituals. 

While other scholars have tried to understand the making of collective memory through 

unconscious processes of the mind (Halbwachs [1952] 1992), the perspective put forth by 

Connerton is particularly relevant for my analytical purposes because he argues that processes 

of social memory-making are primarily operationalized though communal rituals. Connerton 

sets focus on rituals in the form of commemorative ceremonies that aim to remember either 

historical events or a mythological past. Such ceremonies, the author argues, serve as 

28 See for instance Tilley (1994) and Agnew (2011) for concise and clear discussions on the space – place 
terminology and distinctions/similarities between the terms. 
29 See for example Gupta and Ferguson 1997, Gardner 2002, Holm Pedersen 2014. 
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mnemonic devices due to their performativity and embodied habituation (through repetitive 

postures, movements, and gestures) (Connerton 2009: 59-60). Connerton argues that a 

community is remembered of its own identity through these types of ritual ceremonies. In a 

sense they become “collective autobiographies”, a way of making sense of the past and of 

providing the community with images of the past that is something other than the individual 

narratives of its members. I have found Connerton’s argument of the habituation of social 

memory through communal rituals useful since precisely such rituals constitute a significant 

aspect in the uses and meanings of the places I have explored in this study.  

Within the research programme Ritual Dynamics Langer and his colleagues (2006) have 

introduced an analytical tool that can be applied to investigate how the performance of rituals 

can change due to a change in their external context. With context, the authors refer to a 

change in the geographical or spatial location where the ritual is performed, but also in its 

social, cultural or political surroundings. Hence, the authors refer to a physical change of 

locations often as a consequence of migration, but also to a change of the context that 

surrounds the ritual without it actually changing locations. A transferred ritual can refer to 

whole ritual performances taking place somewhere else than in their original location but also, 

perhaps more commonly, to how elements of rituals such as specific symbols or objects are 

used in a new setting. 30 The authors argue that the idea of transfer of ritual can be applied as 

an analytical tool for looking at how rituals or elements of rituals are transferred, transformed, 

or re-invented in diaspora. As individuals migrate or move from one location to another, from 

one country to another, they sometimes bring ritualized behaviour or symbols. 

I have found the idea of transfer of ritual significant for analysing the empirical material in 

this project since the material reveals that ritual elements in the form of symbols, aesthetics 

and ceremonies are transferred from Sheikhan to Borlänge. I applied this idea to examine how 

elements of Yezidi ritual are transferred but also how they become modified in different ways 

in this process. This concept serves to reveal connections between Sheikhan and Borlänge that 

are created and maintained through ritual practices and symbols. 

30 See also Langer 2011. 
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An overview of the fieldwork 
The empirical material is the outcome of methods triangulation where I combine 

observations, semi-structured individual and group interviews. With observations I refer to 

occasions when I have participated in events and spent time with interviewees outside of the 

more formal setting of an interview. When referring to observations I also include informal 

conversations. The empirical material also consists of official documents from the Church of 

Sweden preceding the establishment of the Yezidi cemetery in Borlänge as well as media 

sources. I have combined oral and written sources with the ambition to get a comprehensive 

understanding of the issues at stake, capture meanings of social processes and events, look at 

them from different angles. I conducted periodical field research in Dalarna and Sheikhan 

during the period June 2019 to March 2020. Observations and interviews were conducted 

both in Iraq and Sweden. The reasons guiding these choices of geographical locations have 

been discussed in the introductory chapter, and I will elaborate on it further in this chapter. 

For now, I will begin giving an overview of the fieldwork I conducted. 

The key interviewees in study all belong to three Yezidi families that I initially met in 

Borlänge. To come in contact with Yezidis in Sheikhan, I asked “my families” in Borlänge to 

introduce me to members of their families in Sheikhan. Hence, I have mostly moved within 

these family networks that are extended between Borlänge and Sheikhan during the 

fieldwork. Interviewees in Sheikhan have also introduced me to others; hence the network of 

interviewees was expanded through the method of “snowballing”. 

After visiting Borlänge in June, August and September 2019, I began understanding the 

significance interviewees ascribed to the valley of Lalish, and in particular jema’iyye 

(hereafter referred to as jema’), the weeklong annual pilgrimage that occur there in October. 

Jema’ and Lalish were among the first things interviewees in Borlänge would mention when 

we initially met, like a glue that seemed to keep them together despite differences and 

divergences regarding many other issues. Lalish and the events surrounding this valley clearly 

seemed to define and unite them collectively, which caught my interest. Therefore I decided 

to visit Sheikhan for eight days in October 2019 to participate in the festivities. Interviewees 

in Sweden helped make practical preparations and provided advice and connections in ahead 

of the trip; they emphasized that I did not have to worry about safety and that I would be 

welcomed in Lalish. “It’s nothing – all you need is warm socks!” Zed, one of the first 

interviewees I met in Borlänge and who emigrated to Sweden from Sheikhan in the mid-
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2000s, says (shoes are prohibited in Lalish) and makes a nonchalant hand gesture, as if to 

shrug off my potential concerns, as we drink coffee in a pizzeria in Borlänge and discuss the 

trip three weeks before departure. 

In Sheikhan I spent time as a houseguest, meeting for lunches, dinners and day trips with 

family members and others, which my interviewees in Sweden helped me arrange. 

Interviewees in Iraq, in turn, introduced me to other contacts. Interviewees based in Sweden 

were highly significant for even getting in contact with members of the Yezidi community in 

Sheikhan, but, moreover, the fact that I already knew and had established some level of trust 

with their families in Sweden, facilitated contact. My aim in these fairly early stages of 

research was to take every opportunity to get a variety of different perspectives, especially 

significant since little of Yezidi history has been documented. In Iraq, discussing the topic 

also with Muslim Kurds gave me a sense of the contemporary perceptions of the Yezidis in 

Iraq. The trip was intense, both in terms of scheduling and emotional investment. Most 

evenings I ended up at my host’s house in Duhok, exhausted by impressions, touched by the 

overwhelming hospitality I was greeted with, and not seldom overcome by frustration over 

the political and social situation surrounding the Yezidis in Iraq. 

I re-visited Borlänge twice in December 2019, and again in March 2020. I have tried to visit 

and re-visit the field repeatedly, as a recurring guest rather than a one-time visitor. I have also 

stayed in touch with some of the interviewees through social media and phone between visits 

and throughout the writing process. 

Both in Sweden and Iraq I met with my interviewees in restaurants, cafés, and in homes, went 

for walks, participated in children’s games, talked while driving cars, in addition to spending 

time in Lalish. In addition to travelling to Sheikhan for jema’, I took part in the festivities that 

mark the end of the Yezidi period of fasting in Borlänge in December 2019. I also joined a 

few interviewees on a day trip from Borlänge to Stockholm to participate in a manifestation 

outside the Swedish Parliament in March 2020. 

When meeting an interviewee for the first time I have often used Google Maps as a 

conversation opener, asking interviewees to “drop a pin” on their natal village in in Sheikhan. 

Looking at the satellite views of places on Google Maps together has proved a good way of 

encouraging interviewees to speak of their backgrounds, where they were born, and which 
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places are significant to them. It was also an efficient way for me to get a bird’s eye view of 

the Yezidi geography in Iraqi Kurdistan, eventually creating a Google Maps pattern of 

“starred” and “want-to-go-places” in Sheikhan. 

My field notes tell that 22 days was spent in the field, 15 in Dalarna and seven in Sheikhan, 

excluding travel days and days when I did not actively conduct research. Initially, fieldwork 

was divided into shorter periods of a few days at a time due to practical reasons. I conducted 

research alongside a part time job that required me to be in the northern part of Sweden every 

other week, which, in turn, made more extensive, coherent periods in the field impossible. I 

can, however, conclude that this was a fruitful method in terms of collecting data. Staying in 

Sheikhan during the intense week of jema’ made it possible to generate a fairly large amount 

of material during a short period of time. As for Borlänge, I have often travelled there during 

the end of the week and stayed during weekends, when interviewees were off work and have 

had time to meet. I have scheduled meetings and activities before every trip (though leaving 

room for some flexibility) in order to make the most out of the time and not wasting days in 

the field. The way that the fieldwork was structured has also allowed my participating in and 

analysing the field on different levels, getting a glimpse of everyday events in Borlänge but 

also activities such as celebrations and the political manifestation in Stockholm.  

In later phases of research, I conducted additional interviews with interviewees both in 

Borlänge and in Sheikhan. In total 22 semi-structured interviews were carried out, eleven in 

Borlänge, eight in Sheikhan and some over WhatsApp or phone. 18 of the semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with men, four with women (I will analyse this gender imbalance 

later in this chapter). 16 semi-structured interviews were done individually and six were done 

with more than one person. While working on the empirical chapter on the Yezidi cemetery in 

Borlänge, I have had conversations over the phone with employees at the Church of Sweden, 

both at the regional level and the local parish, to complement my material.31 

31 It deserves to be mentioned that my initial plan for the fieldwork in Borlänge was to also participate in the 
preparation for and celebration of Çarşema-sor [The Red Wednesday], the Yezidi New Year that is celebrated 
annually in April, and in the jema’ festivities in Borlänge in October 2020. Participating in these events first in 
Sheikhan (jema’) and in Sweden the following year would have been a way of “closing he circle” analytically 
through looking at how rituals and celebrations are performed in both locations. It would, I believe, also have 
been a way to include more women in the empirical material. Both of these events were however cancelled in 
2020 due to the spread of the corona virus. 
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Mapping out the field 

“It’s similar, right? Dalarna and Sheikhan?” Saeed and I speak over WhatsApp while I walk 

back and forth across my friend’s living room in Duhok. Saeed has called to hear if things are 

progressing well in Iraq, and, in this comment, he points at something that has been evident 

throughout my fieldwork, the intertwinement of the two geographical locations that are at the 

centre of my analysis. When I, some months later, ask Saeed what similarities he referred to, 

he explains that he meant resemblances in landscapes that make him feel at ease. “You know, 

when you go to Sheikhan in the spring, or in the winter, it’s green and has small waters, 

creeks, like in Dalarna. It’s beautiful. Not the towns, but the landscape.” There are, however, 

more parallels than just landscape. The “Borlänge interviewees”, as well as the majority of the 

Yezidis in Sweden, come from villages in the region of Sheikhan in Iraqi Kurdistan. They, at 

least in the older generation, knew each other before moving to Sweden and there are multiple 

threads tying Sheikhan and Dalarna together. Throughout the project, I gradually understood 

this physical and emotional fluidity, the extent to which the dynamics in these two contexts 

influence, shape and mirror each other. Worlds are tied together through bonds of family, 

friendships and politics, pilgrimage, conflicts, and economy. As a result, I chose to conduct 

fieldwork in both Iraq and Sweden, treating these two geographical locations as one coherent 

field. The empirical material from Sheikhan and Dalarna is equally integrated into the 

analysis. 

In a geographical sense, then, this project constitutes a multi-sited ethnography in the 

anthropologist George E. Marcus’ (1995) sense of “following the people”. In this approach, 

the interviewees’ patterns of movement become the thread that the researcher should follow. 

This is an approach to ethnography that has been debated following Marcus’ classical article, 

in which he discusses the potential strengths and pitfalls of ethnographers conducting 

fieldwork in more than one single physical site. Ethnography has often been thought of as an 

in-depth study of a single, definable space (Harper 2018:95), and critics have argued that in 

moving between different physical places, the ethnographer risks losing in-depth knowledge 

of a place, or a group of people (see Marcus 1995, 2011). In the last decades, however, 

ethnography has come to mean various things: the study of non-places, digital worlds, human 

interaction and abstract experiences (Harper 2018:95). 

In terms of analytical depth, the social anthropologist Kawal Mand’s reflections on her multi-

sited research among Sikh women in Dar es-Salaam and London is interesting. Mand (2011) 
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argues that this issue can be addressed through a discussion of “thick” and “thin” treatment of 

place and context. Even if, for reasons such as restrictions on time and funding, some places 

will inevitably be treated more “thickly” and others more “thinly” by the ethnographer who 

conducts multi-sited research, jointly, they serve to deepen the researcher’s understanding 

(2011). Adopting Mand’s understanding of the terminology of “thickness” and “thinness”, I 

would argue that spending time in both Sweden and Iraq, within webs of individual 

connections that interviewees have given me access to, has added “thickness” to my 

understanding of the interviewees who currently live in Sweden, their lives and the places that 

are significant to them. This approach has given me a glimpse of the religious, social, physical 

and political contexts that shape the everyday life of the Yezidis, both in Iraqi Kurdistan and 

Sweden. Moreover, visiting Sheikhan no doubt served to open doors to the Yezidi community 

both in Iraqi Kurdistan and Sweden, build trust and create joint frames of reference between 

the interviewees and myself. Interviewees repeatedly expressed appreciation that I, as a non-

Yezidi and non-Iraqi researcher, made the effort to visit their Iraqi villages and meet parts of 

their families. They were eager to hear of my impressions from Lalish, and to discuss the 

situation of the Yezidis in Iraq, assuming that I would have a qualified opinion after actually 

getting an, even though brief, idea of the situation in Sheikhan. 

After presenting this overview of the process of fieldwork and mapping out the field, I move 

on to a discussion of the concrete research methods applied. This will be followed by 

considerations of the trajectories, pathways and junctures that have affected fieldwork, and, 

subsequently, analysis and final results of this project. 

Choosing research methods 
As I took the first tentative steps in this project, I tried to keep an open mind and be flexible 

as to which research methods seemed to “work” best in the field. The method soon 

crystallized into drawing on observations in combination with semi-structured interviews with 

some interviewees I had previously met and gotten acquainted with outside of the interview 

situation. A few interviews were also conducted with people acting in more official roles. 

Several reasons lie behind my choice of interviewing only those I had previously met at least 

once in a more formal interview setting. Firstly, I was cautious of placing the interviewees in 

a situation where they would feel “interrogated ” or not at ease with the situation. The 

ethnographers Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson make a significant point in arguing 

that the very form of interaction the interview entails emphasizes the role of the ethnographer 
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as “audience” (2007:176) since someone so clearly gets to ask questions and someone else is 

equally clearly expected to answer those questions. Such considerations are particularly 

significant given the history and contemporary situation of persecution and marginalization 

surrounding the Yezidis. Interviewees in a research project are, of course, always aware of 

how they present their histories, their lives, and their beliefs, conscious that what and how the 

researcher writes might affect the public image of them in a positive or negative way. The 

sociologist Erving Goffmann (1963) has, however, pointed at that individuals carrying 

“stigmatized identities” - hence, groups that have historical and political reasons to be 

suspicious of a researcher, are even more aware of such dynamics. 

All interviewees speak Kurmanji as their first language. In Sweden, interaction took place 

mostly in Swedish and my lack of sufficient knowledge of Kurmanji at times affected the 

conversations to a varying degree. With the younger participants who have lived in Sweden 

since they were children or young teenagers and speak Swedish fluently, this was a non-issue. 

With the older generation however, who came to Sweden as refugees when they were middle-

aged, language sometimes set limits to our conversation. In Iraq, conversations and interviews 

were conducted in English, in one case with the help of a professional interpreter and in 

another with the help of an interviewee in Sweden translating an interview over WhatsApp. I 

would argue that issues of language did not close access to the field since most conversations 

throughout fieldwork in fact took place in Swedish or in English. However, it did limit my 

understanding of parts of the field since I have been able to talk only to interviewees with 

whom I have a common language. Hence, a majority of the interviewee belong to a younger 

generation, even though there are exceptions in the empirical material. 

Difficulties of sometimes having “efficient” conversation due to issues of language have, to 

some extent, affected my choice of research methods. Spending time together in a more 

informal setting opens for informal conversations and small talk. This has lessened the risk of 

adding pressure on eloquence or ability to formulate flawless sentences and arguments on the 

interviewees, as could be perceived in more formalized interviews. Spending time together in 

more casual circumstances has also been a tool to flatten hierarchies between interviewees 

and myself, to the extent that this can actually be done in a situation that is inevitably affected 

by power and inequality. Informal conversations have been an important source of knowledge 

in this study. 
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On semi-structured interviews 

As I have become acquainted with the interviewees, semi-structured interviews became a 

fruitful way to ask follow-up questions or clarify issues, ideas, or hunches that had emerged 

during observations and informal conversations. Eventually, observations and interviews 

came to complement each other throughout fieldwork. The archival material on the 

establishment of the Yezidi cemetery in Borlänge and the interviews with employees at the 

parish proved important sources to understand the processes leading up to the cemetery and 

the issues that will be investigated in chapter five of this text. 

Some reflections should be made as to how I understand what narratives and what kind of 

knowledge has been created through the interviews. I align here with the scholar of Jewish 

and women’s studies Lynn Davidman who has phrased this eloquently in describing the 

interview as “an account co-jointly created between the interviewee and the ethnographer, 

shaped by the individual’s readiness to tell certain stories, the possession of a language to tell 

or construct this story, and the willingness to hear that story” (2002:19). Put simply, 

interviewee and researcher are both parties in what becomes a joint narrative. The 

psychologists Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann present a similar discussion both on how 

to view the production of knowledge and on the role of the researcher in that process. 

Drawing on the metaphor of “the traveller”, the authors present an epistemological view on 

knowledge as something that is created dialectically between the researcher and the 

interviewees (2014). Let me emphasize that in adopting this perspective I do not argue that 

there is no core or evidential facts resulting from the interviews that inform the analysis. I do 

not see the interviewees’ narratives as social constructs. That would imply downplaying the 

significance off their histories and experiences. I am rather arguing that as a researcher I have 

taken part in producing, interpreting and constructing the knowledge finally presented to the 

reader. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in a location chosen by the informant, often in 

common meeting spaces, a café or a restaurant, or in someone’s home. One interview was 

conducted in a more formal setting in the Lalish cultural centre in Duhok. Since the 

informants were people I had already spent time with on previous occasions, I was careful to 

mark the distinction between a formal interview and informal conversation by asking the 

informant beforehand to meet for an interview, organizing the physical setting, and sitting 

down to focus on a conversation. I always opened the semi-structured interviews by notifying 
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the informant of the purpose of my research even though they had heard this on other 

occasions, and by asking whether I could document the conversation and use the material in 

the final text. I documented fieldwork with as much detail as possible, writing down events, 

conversations, environments, sensory expressions and manners of interaction in the field. I 

chose to document observations and interviews by taking notes, not using a recording device. 

This, again, was a choice made out of considerations not to overplay the formal character of 

the interview dynamics and thereby risk making interviewees feel uncomfortable. 

The anthropologist Charlotte Aull Davies writes that the degree to which the researcher 

participates or how much time s/he spends in the field is, in itself, no guarantee for good 

quality data. Participating and observing must be grounded in critical analysis and reflection 

(2008:83-84). I have tried to keep this advice in mind during fieldwork, finding enough time 

to withdraw, record and reflect. During fieldwork days, I wrote down notes in a notebook that 

I later expanded upon and typed as soon as that was possible. On occasions when taking notes 

did not feel appropriate, I took “mental notes” and documented them as soon as there was an 

opportunity. Following the advice by the sociologists Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz and 

Linda Shaw in Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes (2011), I have structured the field notes as 

days’ entries. Asides and commentaries were integrated into the descriptions to “discuss with 

myself” and begin the process of analysing while describing the day. I tried to write down as 

much verbatim conversations as my memory and initial notes have allowed. I also took a 

number of photos and short videos to facilitate memory, often looking at the photos to re-

construct the day while writing up field notes. 

In interpreting the empirical material, I took the straightforward approach of thinking in terms 

of decontextualizing data (the field notes) from its original context and then re-contextualize 

them into themes or analytical categories, without doing this with so much rigor that analysis 

loses sensibility or context (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007:155-156). My ambition was to 

stay as close as possible to the empirical material and settings of the field in the analysis. 

Analytical themes that emerged have been tentatively mirrored against various theoretical 

understandings, as potential entry points to better understand the empirical material. 
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Trajectories and junctures 
The sociologist Amanda Coffey opens her book The Ethnographic Self (1999) by arguing 

that, even though it is increasingly common for ethnographic fieldworkers to reflect on their 

experiences in the field, silences still are left on how the field is affected by our presence, and, 

conversely, how we are affected by fieldwork (1999:1). This is a relevant argument, even 

though it was written more than 20 years ago, after the “reflexive turn” within anthropology 

of the 1980s, and even though by now, every ethnographer knows that the researcher’s pre-

understandings and social positions will affect interpretation, analysis and final research 

result. Discussions have also taken place among scholars applying ethnographic methods 

since the 1970s on how relationships created in the field are to be understood and 

characterized. Coffey concludes, and I agree, that interconnectedness between the researcher, 

the individuals in focus of research and the environment that constitute the field are at the 

core of fieldwork (1999:56-57). Drawing strict separations between observant, interviewee, 

acquaintance and friend in the field is not easy, or, I would argue, even desirable. It is, 

however, important to reflect on field dynamics since it is complex, simultaneously both 

professional and personal. 

Taking Coffey’s argument as point of departure, I see this research process as a trajectory 

with a number of possible junctures. All pathways chosen affect the research process, from 

my initial choice of research topic, through field dynamics, what knowledge the researcher 

will pick up on and what will pass her by, interpretations, and, finally, outcome of data and 

the aesthetics of the final text. In what follows, I aim to briefly sketch this trajectory. 

Junctures 

The most significant piece of the equation affecting field dynamics, independent of factors 

such as age, class and gender, is that I enter the field as a researcher. Moreover, looking back, 

I see that both my professional and educational background and personal interests have 

affected the research process on various levels. My previous work experience with refugees, 

migrants, and issues of integration, as well my educational background of migration studies, 

human rights and peace and conflict studies has been significant. It has most definitely 

affected the choice of my research topic, and it has somehow prepared me for conducting 

research in a field that has been psychologically and emotionally challenging. 
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Almost needless to say, gender dynamics have been significant in different ways. There is a 

dominance of men in the empirical material, and some reflections as to why, and which 

implications this might have for the final analysis, are necessary. Significantly, I had a male 

initial gatekeeper in a social world that is highly gender divided. As a colleague pointed out 

when I presented a draft of this chapter at a research seminar, if I had met Diyar’s wife, rather 

than him, at the train station in Borlänge that June morning, I would have most likely been 

introduced to other women, and, subsequently, other perspectives of the field. The dominance 

of men relates to social structures and internal dynamics of the Yezidis, such as who gets to 

represent the group to an outsider. Women have often had withdrawn position in the families I 

met, both in Sweden and Iraqi Kurdistan, even though this has not always been the case. 

In retrospect, I have realized that one of the major reasons for my having few contacts with 

Yezidi women has been the lack of joint meals. Soon enough after arriving in Sheikhan, I 

realized that the common pattern in Yezidi households is that the men and guests eat together 

and that afterwards, the women and the children eat. This limited my opportunity to sit at the 

same table with the women in the families. To an extent, the gender imbalance has also been a 

question of language. Some of my key interviewees’ wives in Borlänge, with whom I could 

potentially have spent more time, had recently moved to Sweden had not learned Swedish yet. 

Women have, of course, informed my understandings in various ways throughout the project, 

through observations and informal conversations, but this does not even out the gender 

imbalance. In sum, the underrepresentation of women in the material is unfortunate, but it is a 

result of fieldwork circumstances.32 In a more extended project, it would have been advisable 

to make conscious efforts to overcome this through hiring Yezidi interpreters and spending a 

more extended amount of time in the field, thus building relationships with more women. 

Gender dynamics has also played out in other ways. The fact that I was ascribed the position 

of an “honorary male”, along strict norms of endogamy, made it possible for me to spend 

time, also alone, with both men and women in a way that I believe would be difficult for my 

male colleagues. Such dynamics have been acknowledged both by female journalists and 

researchers working in settings were socialization tends to be gender divided. The term 

honorary male can be seen as problematic (why “honorary” to be male?) and I have been 

challenged as to whether this is a class, “Western”, or outsider, rather than a gendered 

32 See Allison 2014:19-20 for a similar experience and result from fieldwork among Yezidis in Sheikhan. 
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position. Even though I believe being an outsider and thereby not being expected to comply 

with dominant norms of socialization plays into the equation, I still see gender and patriarchal 

structures as a significant factor explaining this pattern. Male scholars with whom I have 

discussed this question do not have similar experiences of being able to move across these 

established lines of socialisation in gender divided environments. The fact that Yezidi history 

is non-missionary, that one has to be born into religion, has also simplified and given clarity 

to relationships in the field. This fact has made explanations that my interest in Yezidi history 

is purely academic superfluous, leaving out interviewees’ potential expectations, or hopes, of 

the researcher eventually converting. 

Embodied experiences and knowledge 

Ethnographers have repeatedly talked about fieldwork as embodied knowledge. Fieldwork is 

experienced through the bodily perceptions of the researcher, and perceptions of the 

researcher’s body affect access to, and dynamics in, the field. Coffey discusses dress, personal 

appearance and voice as part of the “impression management”, the work the fieldworker has 

to do to produce an appearance that is acceptable and plausible in the field she wants to 

temporarily be part of (1999:64-65). I am accustomed to norms and regulations surrounding 

clothing, covering and manners of the body from previous fieldwork experiences in the 

Middle East. Awareness of how every movement can be perceived by the surroundings has 

been a significant aspect of the “work” to be done during fieldwork. Such experiences have 

been informative since they are shared with other women and, to some extent, men in the 

field, but they have also been exhausting. When reading through field notes and looking at 

photos taken during fieldwork, I notice how my approach to clothing and appearance has 

changed gradually throughout the course of the project. Initially, I was careful of appearing 

“toned down” in the field, not revealing tattoos, nor wearing nail polish, make up or anything 

that would risk giving the impression of not being professional. Gradually, I relaxed those 

rules since I realized that it seemed to make interviewees more comfortable in my company, 

maybe because it has taken off some of the “strictness” expected from a researcher. 

Insights and acquired knowledge through physical presence and experiences in the field, 

however, have other dimensions than clothing and appearance. One aspect that deserves 

mentioning here and that played out in Iraq was, naturally, worries about security and the 

volatile political situation. I perceive of this experience as informative and valuable since it is 

to some extent shared with the interviewees, and indeed everyone, living in the area. 
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Ethical considerations 
During a course on the methods and theory of knowledge in spring 2020, a fellow PhD 

commented - “I read a little about the Yezidis. I became curious, and descriptions seem to 

entail all the buzzwords. How are you going to relate to that?” I interpret my colleague’s 

question as referring to the fact that words such as “enigmatic”, “mysterious”, “devil 

worshipper” and “persecution” are often repeated in descriptions of the Yezidis. Like all 

research projects, this one has offered a number of ethical challenges. One stems from how, as 

my colleagues’ question implies, the Yezidis have been portrayed by outsiders. As mentioned 

in the previous chapter, Yezidi aesthetics, ritual practices and ways of life have intrigued 

missionaries, travellers and researchers. This has resulted in a number of literary descriptions 

marked by exoticism and essentialism. As a contemporary Yezidi studies researcher, I need to 

relate to this heritage. Hence, I have tried to steer clear from language that could be perceived 

as either sensational or victimizing, and I have avoided describing participants as “enigmatic 

strangers” or portraying them as constant victims of persecution. Similarly, I have tried to 

avoid describing the Yezidi milieus in Sheikhan as evoking feelings of unfamiliarity or 

“strangeness”. Such descriptions would imply portraying myself as representing normality, 

stepping into environments characterized by unconventionality. This can seem obvious, but at 

the same time, it sometimes seems difficult to avoid. I therefore hope that grey nuances of 

everyday life shine through in the text. 

The regional Ethics Committee in Uppsala approved this project in 2017.33 One significant 

ethical issue has been how to guarantee the interviewees’ anonymity, writing about a fairly 

small community characterized by high levels of social control. Drawing on material both 

from Iraqi Kurdistan and Sweden has lessened this problem. Moreover, I have chosen to 

describe events and conversations as “scenes” in the text, rather than focusing on single 

individuals. All names used are fictive. Moreover, no full biographies of the interviewees are 

presented in the text. 

Navigating hopes and politicized issues 

Throughout this project, I have struggled with the question of who gets the privilege to study 

whom, but also openly discussed with interviewees how they perceive a non-Yezidi scholar 

approaching them to write “their story”. In general they have viewed my being a non-Yezidi 

33 A change in research focus due to unexpected field circumstances was made in the spring of 2019. This was 
reported and approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority in 2019. 
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positively, being appreciative that someone belonging to the “Swedish majority society” takes 

an interest in their lives. The presence of a researcher has no doubt created hopes of my being 

able to help and “do good” for the Yezidis in different ways, such as finding ways to seek 

asylum in Europe, or give attention to the Yezidi political cause. In such situations, I 

explained that in my role as researcher I should avoid getting involved in issues of politics, 

and that my contribution was to write about the Yezidis in a manner that is fair, nuanced and 

empathic. Moreover, there are a number of on-going internal discussions within the Yezidi 

community, both related to political developments in Iraq, to ethnicity and to the relatively 

new situation of trying to establish and define oneself as a community outside Iraq. In such 

discussions, I have, again, tried to be as clear and transparent as possible within this project 

and explained that my purpose or task is not to take sides on politicized issues. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

A look at Borlänge 
Sweden has become one of the Western European countries with the largest Yezidi diaspora. 

Yezidis in Sweden have themselves estimated their numbers to between 4 000 and 15 000, a 

majority live in in the city of Helsingborg and in the town of Borlänge (Sorgenfrei 2107). 

Yezidis from Russia, the Caucasus, Syria and Turkey also live in Sweden and there are 

various opinions and understandings regarding issues of ethnicity, identity, politics and 

religion among Yezidis with different national backgrounds. This thesis sets its focus 

specifically to Iraqi Yezidis in Borlänge. Also within this smaller group, there are on-going 

discussions and at times divisions regarding ethnicity and politics. Such issues often stem 

from political division in Iraq that have become intensified in the aftermath of the 2014 

genocide in Sinjar and that affect and engage the diaspora various ways.  

Yezidis began emigrating from the Northern Iraqi region of Sheikhan to Borlänge during the 

late 1980s and 1990s, in the years after the Al-Anfal campaign that was part of Ba‘athist 

Arabization campaigns and attempts to extinguish government resistance from the Kurdish 

population. Others arrived in the years after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003. Interviewees 

have estimated that about one hundred Yezidi families, somewhere between 7 00 – 1 000 

individuals, live in Borlänge. As a fairly recent minority in the Swedish multi-ethnic and 

multi-religious landscape, this community is now going through the process of establishing 

itself physically, similarly as other diaspora communities have done before them. The Yezidi 

cemetery, Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, was inaugurated in Borlänge in 2010 and this site is 

one of the first of its kind outside Iraq. 

Borlänge is a town of about 50 000 inhabitants located in mid-Sweden. The town’s history is 

shaped by the manufacturing industry (in Swedish: bruksort), the economy built around the 

production of iron, steel and paper. Borlänge is a “youngster”, a grid town that is the result of 

a city plan drawn in the late 19th century. The town is made up of previously independent 

villages that have not completely merged, creating a townscape that spreads out over vast 

areas with low buildings. Borlänge is perhaps best known for its music, controversial urban 

development and architecture, and large immigrant population. Borlänge became pioneering 

in functionalist architecture when a cooperative food market (Konsum) was build on the town-
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centre plaza in1932. The building was expanded and turned into a library in the 1960s, in a 

brutalist architecture that has caused many raised eyebrows. Another controversial building, 

Cupolen, a convent hall that initially had a small commercial area on the top floor was built in 

the outskirts of town in the 1990s. This building has radically come to change the town since 

its commercial centre has been relocated from the plaza and streets adjacent to the town’s 

library, to here.34 

The history of immigration to Borlänge goes back to the Finnish labour migrants of the 1950s 

and 1960s and the 1990s influx of refugees from the former Yugoslavia and Iraq. During the 

1990s and 2000s, Borlänge’s sizeable group of Somali refugees arrived. A Kurdish diaspora 

community began establishing itself in Borlänge during the 1980s and 1990s; many were 

Kurds fleeing political persecution in Turkey. Interviewees have explained that when the 

Yezidis began arriving from Iraqi Kurdistan about three decades ago, they became part of the 

already established Kurdish infrastructure of housing and jobs, which was then facilitated due 

to shared language and ethnicity. 

34A few well-known Swedish artists come from here, and the town hosted what was during some years in the 
2000s Sweden’s largest music festival, Peace and Love. Information on the architectural development comes 
from the podcast Staden #8, Borlänge, 2013-11-15, http://staden.arkitekt.se/borlange-framtidsstaden/ 
Accessed 2020-10-03. 
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Sleeping quarter, Lalish, October 2019. 

Waiting for the evening ‘sema on the temple courtyard, Lalish, October 2019. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Magic valley: Lalish 
Borlänge, September 16, 2019. Sirwan and Nadia’s apartment is furnished as common in 

Middle Eastern homes. A large leather sofa facing a TV, a living room table with a top in 

glass, thick carpets, plates with fruit, nuts and sweets to welcome guests. Sirwan shows me 

the wedding photos that are placed on a bookshelf right beside the entrance to the living 

room. The newlyweds both look serious, taken by the moment, styled with make-up and 

clothes almost to the point of unrecognizability. Two peacock figurines, referring to Tawûsî – 

Melek, made from silvery and golden metal are placed next to the photos. “These are very 

special,” Sirwan comments. On the other side of the door opening hangs a piece of red fabric 

with golden coloured ornamentations. Sirwan shows me that sand from Lalish is sown into 

pockets, the Kurdish word denoting God, Khodah, embroidered on the fabric. “I made this 

myself,” Sirwan says in a proud tone of voice. The couple’s daughters come up to us, show 

that they both carry bracelets made of plastic pearls the shape of stars, also with sand from 

Lalish inside them. “This is to protect them and keep them calm. You know, when you have 

these things in the house, you can’t be a bad person,” Sirwan says. 

The mixture of sand, soil and water from the Zemzem spring in Lalish that Sirwan and his 

family both keep at home and carry with them is called berat and is seen as a sign of good 

fortune. The berat are kept at a certain part of the valley and the Yezidis who visit Lalish 

bring pieces of it home for wealth, prosperity and protection against evil. The berat is used on 

various occasions - given to the bride at weddings and placed in the mouth of the dead at 

funerals. The berat can also be understood as representing a concrete, physical connection to 

the soil in Lalish for those Yezidis who find themselves elsewhere. Khalid, who will be 

introduced later in this chapter, comments when I ask him about the symbolism of the berat; 

“it’s part of the Lalish valley” (October 13 2019). 

While Diyar was my initial gatekeeper to get to know members of the Yezidi community in 

Borlänge, Sirwan became one of my key gatekeepers into the Yezidi environments in 

Sheikhan. He put me in contact with his family members and friends who live there. This 

resulted in my interviewing his mother, two of his sisters and one of his brothers who live in 
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Sheikhan, me staying in their home village as house-guest, and us spending a couple of days 

in Lalish together. 

Sirwan grew up in one of the older, small and windswept Yezidi villages on the Nineveh 

plains. His mother, two of his sisters and one of his brothers still live in the house where he 

grew up before leaving for Sweden ten years ago. Sirwan’s natal village is too small to be 

found on Google Maps, but it is administered under the larger, adjacent Christian village of 

al-Qosh, and it is located a few minutes away from the Assyrian village of Telskuf. Now, 

Sirwan and his wife and daughters live in a Borlänge apartment building in the typical 

architecture of the 1960s and 70s Swedish housing project (miljonprogrammet). 

Outline and significance of the chapter 

In this chapter, the reader is introduced to some of the practices, symbolism and meanings of 

the valley of Lalish through the understandings of individual interviewees. My aim in the 

following pages is to make the reader familiar with symbolism and ritual practices connected 

to Lalish, of which we see traces also in Borlänge. Therefore, this backdrop about Lalish will 

serve to situate how my interviewees in Borlänge as well as in Sheikhan use and relate to 

Lalish and clarify how Sheikhan and Borlänge are interconnected in discourse and practice 

The analysis will be deepened in the following chapter. 

A look at Lalish 

Lalish is found huddled up in the mountains 60 kilometres north of the city of Mosul, 

surrounded by Mounts Hezret to the west, ‘Erefat to the north and Meshêt to the south. This 

hilly place is the central milieu for the Yezidis’ religious and communal life, both historically 

and today. Many Yezidis consider each stone, plant and building in this valley to bear sacred 

meaning; Pira Silat (the Silat Bridge), the bridge pilgrims and visitors walk across upon 

entering the valley, represents the line between profane and the sacred. Historically, the only 

way to enter the valley has been on foot, by horse or by donkey from the village of Ba’adrê. 

Nowadays, the valley is also accessible by car from the east. 

Sheikh ‘Adi, the Sufi mystic whose role in Yezidi history was introduced in the first chapter, 

died in Lalish around 1160. His tomb is the main place of devotion in the valley. The tomb is 

located below two characteristic Twin Spires, an architectural style distinctive for the Yezidis. 

In the centre of the valley are the tombs, the temple and its adjacent courtyard, the grotto of 

the Zemzem spring that is located under the temple, the temple of Sheikh Shems (the divinity 
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of the Sun) and the spring where baptism is performed, Kanîya Spî (The White Spring).35 The 

water from the Zemzem, then, is the same water as Sirwan and his family have in the berat in 

their home in Borlänge. The sand and soil which the berat is made of come from anywhere in 

the valley. 

The buildings in Lalish are simple and dilapidated, built out of quarried stone with carved 

motifs of animals and nature.36 The four corners of the valley are dedicated to the elements of 

nature: air, soil, water and fire. This symbolism echoes in the manner interviewees have 

described themselves throughout my fieldwork, both in Borlänge and in Sheikhan. The 

elements of nature also recur as ritual elements in communal rituals and ceremonies. “The 

Yezidis believe in the four elements: air, fire, water, clay. Fundamentally, it’s a religion of 

nature”, Salman comments the first time I meet him in Borlänge in June 2019. “We keep 

getting back to the elements of nature,” Khalid similarly explains in an interview in August 

2020. “Yezidis don’t have a lot of religious duties. It’s like a nature thing” Kamal says when I 

interview him in his home in Ba‘adrê in October 2019. The entrance to the main temple is 

perhaps the most spectacular part of the valley. The wall to the right of the temple door is 

ornamented with the vertical human-size stucco of a black serpent, an image that has 

fascinated Lalish visitors for centuries. The black snake is revered in Yezidi history and the 

motive of the serpent can be referred back to a joint repertoire of Middle Eastern imagery and 

symbolism.37 

Historically, people have not resided in Lalish with the exception of a few religious 

dignitaries (the faqirs, the feqrayyas, and a few others) who are responsible for the 

35 Kreyenbroek and Rashow argue that the early Yezidi community might have understood Lalish as essentially 
similar to Mecca; another incarnation of the same “mystery” of Mecca The ‘qewls also entails references to 
celestial Jerusalem and Medina, which might reflect a similar view (2005: 21-22). 
36 Scholars have discussed the origins and history of the temple and whether the building has previously been 
used for other purposes. Some have argued that the site was previously location of a Nestorian church, a Syriac 
monastery, or a mosque. Differences in styles and building techniques suggest that they are product of several 
phases of construction and modification (Açıkyıldız 2014). For a detailed description of the Lalish valley and the 
buildings in it, see Açıkyıldız 2014:131-146. 
37 The reverence for the black serpent is commonly understood as relating to the story of Nuh/Noah and the Ark. 
I have been given this explanation by different interviewees and it aligns with accounts in previous literature. It 
should, however, be noted that other interpretations exist. According to this narrative the Ark stranded on the 
peak of Mount Sinjar, where it violently hit a rock and sprung leak. A black snake came to rescue humanity from 
extinction by using the shape of its own body to stop the water from flooding in. The Ark could continue its 
journey and finally stop at Mount Judi. The reverence for the black serpent can be seen in the portrayal of snakes 
on shrines throughout the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. For a detailed account see Nicolaus 2011. 

52 

https://symbolism.37
https://nature.36
https://Spring).35


	

           

      

        

            

      

   

 

       

       

         

        

      

       

        

       

          

        

          

          

         

 

 

   

     

  

   

 

																																																								
                    
            
                

               
     

                
             

            
             

maintenance of the valley and the buildings it hosts.38 The Yezidis, both those who live close 

by and those who travel from afar, go to Lalish for day visits, but more significantly, the 

Yezidi community uses the valley for large communal festivals and ceremonial gatherings.39 

The social and ritual significance of these celebrations cannot be overestimated; this is 

stressed by scholars (Allison 2014, Açıkyıldız 2014) and has repeatedly been affirmed by the 

interviewees in this project.40 

Thousands visit Lalish during these occasions and a myriad of activities, social, ritual and 

political take place simultaneously. Yezidis who live in Iraq, Germany, Sweden or elsewhere 

take these opportunities to see the valley and to visit family and friends. Similarly, my 

interviewees in Borlänge take this opportunity to visit their families and friends during these 

occasions. Some of my interviewees have emphasized that visiting and participating in 

community ceremonies in the valley constitutes their main reason for travelling to Iraq. “This 

is very important, for Yezidis globally. This is our temple. This is like our Mecca. You want 

to go to the homeland only to visit Lalish” Salih, who lives in Borlänge and whom I will 

return to in the next chapter, comments as we speak of the matter (December 11, 2020). Since 

Yezidis of different generations meet in Lalish during these occasions, these gatherings also 

become a medium for fostering a sense of joint identity and the significance of Lalish among 

the young, as well as an opportunity to pass religious knowledge on to the new generations. 

This is also an aspect and purpose of gathering as a community that is clearly implicated in 

interviews and observations from Borlänge, which I will develop in the next chapter. 

Some interviewees have described that, to them, spending time in Lalish to participate in 

festivities or for other purposes constitutes an important aspect of what it is to “be a Yezidi” 

or to carry a Yezidi identity. Some have described visiting the valley as an inherent part of 

their childhood. I will exemplify with a few interview quotes. 

38 This fact has changed after large number of Yezidi families took refuge in Lalish during and in the aftermath 
of the genocide in 2014. Some families still live in the caves surrounding the valley. 
39 Some Yezidi celebrations follow the Islamic lunar calendar, pointing to a historical link to Islam. Others have 
fixed annual dates may have their origins in observances and traditions in pre-Islamic Iranian custom 
(Kreyenbroek & Rashow 2005:16).
40 A majority of Yezidis in Sheikhan lived in villages controlled by the Iraqi central government prior to the 
expansion of the Kurdish autonomous region in the 1990s. Celebrations in Lalish, even jema’iyye and Çarşema-
sor as the most significant ones, were scarcely attended. The Yezidis were reluctant to expose themselves to 
checkpoint controls and other hardships of travelling to Lalish (Allison 2014: 27-28). 
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Vian is in her sixties. She is the mother of Sirwan who now live in Borlänge and she lives in a 

village some kilometres from Lalish. During our interview, I ask Vian about memories from 

her childhood. Her answers are succinct, focused on the hardships on everyday life in the 

villages. When we talk about what it means to her to be a Yezidi, her answer is brief, “we 

believe in God and we go to Lalish two-three times a year” (October 12 2019). Vian stresses 

that visiting Lalish regularly is a significant aspect of what for her constitutes a religious 

identity.  Two other interviewees, Salman and Emînê, belong to a younger generation than 

Vian and they both live in Borlänge since the early 2000s. As cousins, they grew up in 

different villages in close proximity to Lalish and played together when they were children. 

When talking of their childhoods, they both describe regular visits to Lalish as a significant 

part of what it meant to grow up as a Yezidi child in Sheikhan. When Salman and I meet over 

lunch in Cupolen in Borlänge in August 2019, the conversation circles around the changing 

dynamics and discussions of ethnicity, heritage and religion that are currently taking place 

among Yezidis in diaspora. Salman is one of the interviewees that has pushed for a 

“codification” of Yezidi history through emphasizing the importance of the ‘qewls now being 

written down, available for everyone to read. “You know, there used to be 7 007 hymns that 

used to describe Yezidi history and culture. Most of them have been ruined” (August 14 

2019). Salman describes how he did not have any interest or knowledge of religion or Yezidi 

history while growing up, but how such interest has been spurred as he grew older, especially 

after the genocide in Sinjar in 2014. Growing up as a Yezidi, for Salman, mainly implied 

participating in the major festivities in Lalish: “We just performed the ceremonies following 

the calendar, but without having the theology or history behind them”.  Salman’s comment on 

his newly awakened interest in Yezidi history and religion post-2014 is interesting, and other 

interviewees have expressed similar views. In emphasizing the need for a codification of 

Yezidi history, he also implicitly criticises the “religious rhythm” of his childhood, when 

“being Yezidi” simply meant participating in communal ceremonies in Lalish and in his natal 

village. Emînê spent a month in Iraqi Kurdistan at the time of jema’ in 2019. I had previously 

met him in Borlänge and we spend a day in Lalish together. When we meet in Borlänge a few 

months later, he talks of how they as children used to run off to Lalish while out playing. 

“When we were children, we used to climb and fall. Pass out. Climb again. In the mountains 

that you saw. You can walk to Lalish from there” (March 3 2020). 
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Celebrations and commemorative ceremonies: Çarşema-sor and jema’iyye 
The ritual year in Lalish revolves around a number of celebrations. The most significant ones 

are the pilgrimage week of jema’ that takes place in mid-October, which every Yezidi should 

participate in at least once in their lifetime, and Çarşema-sor (Kurmanji, the Red 

Wednesday), the New Year festival that takes place in mid-April. In what follows, I will 

describe the overall purpose of these celebrations, focusing on aspects that the interviewees 

have emphasized as central. 

Çarşema-sor is celebrated on the third Wednesday of April. The largest celebration takes 

place in Lalish, but smaller communal celebrations are held in all the Yezidi villages in 

Sheikhan. The main purpose of Çarşema-sor is to celebrate the creation of the earth, the 

arrival of spring, and the Yezidi New Year.41 The egg is a central symbol of Çarşema-sor; 

children paint and play games cracking them.42 Interviewees have described the egg as a 

symbol of life “the egg has life inside. It represents life” Khalid comments (October 13, 

2019). “The boiled egg represents earth and the creation of the earth” Salman explains when 

we meet in Borlänge (August 14 2019).43 366 lights, each one representing a day of the 

upcoming year, are lit outside Lalish on the evening before this occasion. “In Çarşema-sor 

there are 366 people, each one will create light outside the temple. This is to respect and 

celebrate the upcoming year and its 366 days. And to respect God” Khalid explains as we 

speak of the matter (August 16 2020). Fire (white fabric in incense lit in olive oil) recurs as a 

ritual element both in Lalish and in the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. Çarşema-sor moreover 

entails communal meals, dancing and a ‘sema ritual in the evening. 

Çarşema-sor is a joyous occasion but it is also a time for commemorating the dead. When I 

interview Dalal over WhatsApp, she explains that mourning rituals are performed on the 

cemeteries in the Yezidi villages throughout Sheikhan on the evening before each Eid, and on 

a weekly basis on Wednesdays.44 Dalal lives in Duhok and works for a Yezidi women’s rights 

organization in a small village located on the Nineveh plains. Women, she comments, 

commonly perform the mourning ritual after they have gotten married. She explains the 

details of the ritual as follows: 

41 The colour red (–sor) refers to prevailing elements of the Çarşema-sor ceremonies, such as fire or the red 
flowers that are used to ornament Lalish on this occasion (Rodziewicz 2016).
42 Due to this symbolism, interviewees have drawn parallels to he Christian celebration of Easter. 
43 Similarly, Rodziewicz (2016) has pointed at the egg as symbolizing the white pearl from which, according to 
the ‘qewls, the world was created. 
44 Wednesdays are considered the weekly rest day among many Yezidis. 
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Women visit the graves to pay respect to the dead. It is the women because they are the ones 
responsible for preparing the food in the households. I have two sisters who have passed away 
and I do it for them. We bring food, meat from a sheep or a cow, and sweets, and we 
distribute them among each other on the cemetery. And they cry, and they do this [shows the 
rhythmic hand slapping with the right hand on the left side of the chest]. Like Kurds do. 

(Dalal, December 20, 2020) 

When I ask her of the purpose of eating in the cemetery, she answers, “We believe that if we 

eat, the dead also gets food. So it’s a way of respecting the soul of the dead”. Arkaelova and 

Amrian have explained this ritual in a manner that aligns with Dalal’s description. The souls 

of the dead are seen as having carnal needs and sensations similar to those of the living. The 

dead might starve, which is why they should be provided with food. Therefore, by giving food 

to those in need and to the relatives of a deceased, the soul of the deceased is protected from 

starvation; this hints at the fact that Yezidis believe in a certain connection between the living 

and the dead (2012:316). Interviewees in Borlänge have emphasised the significance of this 

annual event that takes place also on the cemetery there and I will return to it in the following 

chapter. 

A place for ritual, silence and withdrawal 

Many linger in the valley throughout the pilgrimage week of jema’. Pilgrims sleep on 

mattresses inside the caves, or on the plateaus and slopes outside the temple area; some 

families own small huts of concrete that are used as sleeping quarters. Every night after the 

sun sets, large crowds gather on the courtyard outside the main entrance to the temple to 

watch the performance of the ‘sema ritual. The ‘sema, perhaps not unexpectedly, is not 

performed in Borlänge but the ritual is interesting because it constitutes a central part of the 

daily routine during jema’. Some interviewees have even emphasized the ‘sema as the focal 

point of jema’. This emphasis underlines the importance ascribed to ritual action and ritual 

performance that serves to gather the community. 

Khalid, who is in his forties, is one of the interviewees who have emphasized the ‘sema ritual 

in our conversations. Khalid enjoys a magnificent view over the village of Ba‘adrê from his 

porch. I initially met him in his home in Ba‘adrê through an acquaintance in October 2019. 

When we talk over WhatsApp in August 2020, he is sitting on his porch and I now picture 

him, overlooking the lit-up village. 
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Khalid: The ‘sema is the most important part of jema’, people come to jema’ to see the ‘sema. 
And they stay there for seven days; they sleep there. And Lalish is an amazing place to sleep, 
so calm. It lets you forget all your daily problems. It gives you time to think of your mistakes 
and how you can fix your mistakes. This is the most important. 

(Khalid, August 16, 2020)45 

In the quote, Khalid also talks of Lalish as a place to rest, withdraw and reflect, and this is an 

aspect he returns to later in the same interview. “Lalish is a quiet place, very quiet. It’s a 

special place for worshipping,” he comments. This is interesting because it stands in contrast 

to how interviewees talk about the cemetery in Borlänge, where rather aspects of socialisation 

and meeting as a community are emphasized. 

Similarly, Arsalan describes Lalish as a place that for him represents calm and withdrawal. 

Arsalan is part of a group of volunteer cleaners in Lalish, where I initially met him in 2019. 

Arsalan is his mid-twenties. Slender with a silent walk, brown hair and moustache, he comes 

to sit cross-legged next to me when he hears that I speak English. He speaks the language 

well; he is self-taught through reading. He responds when I ask him of the significance Lalish 

has to him, “I am so happy. Every time my family go to Duhok, I go to Lalish instead” 

(August 13 2020). Khalid and Arsalan both seem to perceive Lalish as a place of safety, calm 

and continuity. My empirical material, both from Borlänge and Sheikhan, indicates that this in 

particular, a place to exist as a community without being questioned or threatened, is of 

essential significance. This, I argue, should be understood against the background of the 

often-volatile security situation that surrounds the Yezidis in Iraq, against the mythical status 

Lalish holds in Yezidi history and mythology, and against the need to maintain identity as a 

group. 

Arsalan continues by describing the events of each evening of jema’, the ‘sema, the 

communal ritual meals, the routine for cleaning in the valley. He lingers on the descriptions of 

the ritual meal that is served outside the temple each night after the ‘sema: 

After the ‘sema, there is also food served by the door of Sheikh ‘Adi [refers to the main 
entrance to the temple], special food, with vegetables, tomatoes, and it is served with the 
songs of the ‘qewwals. It is so delicious. The tray is first served for those who work in Lalish 

45 Khalid emphasizes that the rituals in Lalish connect to the elements of nature, as previously touched upon in 
this chapter, but also they are in a sense timeless, set in a continuum that simultaneously looks both backwards 
and forward. Here, he points at a detail in these Yezidi rituals that is noteworthy. Neither the jema’ nor the ‘sema 
ritual aim to remember specific historical events that are fixed in time. In contrast, jema’ commemorates and 
celebrates mythological events that are repeated annually. 
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[refers to the religious leaders], and then everyone can eat. I can go sit with the faqir, with 
everyone, it’s no problem. 

(Arsalan, August 13, 2020) 

Arsalan emphasizing that he can sit down to eat with someone of a high religious rank, a 

faqir, suggests that he sees the meals as an occasion during which religious hierarchies are 

temporarily flattened. Also more generally, Arsalan’s emphasis on the act of eating together, 

as a community, is significant. Meals are served on different occasions throughout 

celebrations; also from my observations I would conclude that they seem to constitute an 

important aspect of the overall schedule of jema’. Interviewees have repeatedly talked about 

the ritual of Qabax, a bull sacrifice conducted outside one of the smaller temples in the valley 

on the fifth day of jema’. The meat (sinat) is then prepared and served to the pilgrims’, as one 

of the focal events of the week.46 This emphasis put on the joint meal can be connected to 

Borlänge and the annual celebration of Çarşema-sor in the cemetery; eating together is a 

central aspect of how interviewees have described this event. 

One conclusion that can be drawn from my observations in Lalish and from some 

interviewees’ descriptions of the events in Lalish is that the valley seems to be seen and 

treated as a joint concern for the community. Volunteers do the maintenance of the temple 

buildings and the overall environment in the valley, there are occasions of communal cleaning 

and ornamentation, and the preparing of food and eating is also a matter for the community. 

Interviewees’ descriptions of both jema’ and Çarşema-sor in Lalish further imply that these 

events and ceremonies, in a sense the valley in itself, are multi-functional. Individual Yezidis 

visit Lalish for purposes of worshipping and calmness while the Yezidi community uses the 

valley as a social and ritual arena. A similar multi-functionality is seen both in terms of 

spatiality and function in the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. This aspect was described in the 

first chapter and I will develop this perspective in the chapters that follow. This multi-

functionality is of key significance, I argue, because it is translated in Borlänge and in the way 

the Yezidi community in Borlänge puts the cemetery into use. In order to concretize this 

multi-functionality, I will conclude this chapter by drawing on an excerpt from my field notes 

from my first day in the valley. 

46 Kreyenbroek & Rashow argue that there are possible connection between the contemporary Qabax ritual of 
the sacrifice of the bull in Lalish and the Iranian Zoroastrian festival of Mithra (Mehragan) as well as to Mithras’ 
bull-sacrifice as a central element of the imagery of the European cult of Mithraism (2005:17). 
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A multifunctional place 

Sheikhan, October 8, 2019. The day is spent with Kameran who acted as my guide, driver and 

interviewee during three days in Sheikhan. Kameran, who is one of Sirwan’s brothers, was 

born in the mid 1990s. He has black hair in a stylish cut and a red heart pierced by an arrow 

and the initials of his wife and daughter tattooed on the inside of his arm. He commutes to the 

city of Süleymaniye every other week; here, he works as a waiter, barista and dishwasher at a 

nightclub. On the first occasion we meet, Kameran and his mother pick me up in Duhok. We 

have lunch in their village before continuing towards Lalish. As our car approaches the valley 

we are met by laughter, chatter and Kurdish pop music. We become part of a slowly moving 

caravan of people and cars that progress toward the temple area. My field notes gives the 

following account of the events of the day: 

Many, both men and women are nicely dressed for this grand occasion. Older generations of 
both women and men in traditional Kurdish clothing, many of the younger in suits or long, 
colourful dresses, some similar to ball gowns. Everyone is barefoot or in socks. I am told 
shoes are prohibited in the valley, taken off as a sign of cleanliness and respect for nature in 
this place that is considered sacred. I take mine off and stuff them into my backpack. 

We walk slowly though the crowd. Kameran makes jokes, saying he will charge 5 000 dinars 
for every photo taken and end up a rich man. Wherever we go we end up sitting down, 
drinking chai and chatting. Kameran gets to answer curious questions of my purpose of 
visiting Lalish. Out of all speculations of theories of the reasons behind my visit, the most 
amusing one to all who can hear is “Maria will become a Yezidi”. This triggers laughter, 
signalling the impossibility of this idea. 

In the area in close proximity to the temple and by the temple entrance, it is prohibited to step 
on thresholds. I am given various explanations as to why, but the general explanation seems 
to imply that the thresholds represent a rite of passage between the profane and the sacred. 
Entering the sacred should come with an effort, such as bending down to kiss the threshold, or 
taking a larger step than normal to be able to cross it. I become painfully aware of this fact as 
I do exactly that upon entering the temple the first time, causing a stir among the men 
guarding the entrance. Kameran calms them, explains that I have not been in Lalish before 
and that do not know the rules. I become aware how all pilgrims bend down and kiss the 
threshold to the temple, before carefully stepping across. Those who cannot lean down kiss 
the sides to the door opening, by the serpent. Since it seems impossible to understand which 
thresholds are prohibited to step on and which are not, I avoid all of them. 

As we walk through the first room of the temple complex, we arrive at a tiny hallway and 
narrow stone stairs that lead down to the Zemzem spring to the right. To the left, step lead 
upwards, to another chamber and then to the tomb of Sheikh ‘Adi. A guard approaches us and 
informs, to my disappointment, that it is prohibited for non-Yezidis to visit the grotto of the 
Zemzem. He then asks to look in my backpack. I assume he wants me to leave it there, and try 
to explain that it contains my passport and valuables and that I am therefore reluctant to leave 
it behind. After some confusion due to language barriers, it turns out the guard only wants to 
look inside the bag. On top of my things are the shoes that I put in there some hours ago, upon 
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entering the valley. The guard gets upset and again, Kameran has to diffuse the situation. 
Even just carrying shoes into Lalish is strictly prohibited due to the sacred status of this place. 
They have to be left outside the temple area. 

Finally the guard leaves. Kameran laughs as we step out through a side exit, onto a calmer 
part of the temple area where I leave my shoes with one of the women sitting there before re-
entering the chamber. As we later exit the temple, Lalish has become completely dark. “This 
is the city of danger,” Kameran says as we stumble laughingly through the black valley. Parts 
of the area adjacent to the temple have been renovated recently, all made by hand. 
Economical constraints, however, does not allow for electric lights except for a few spots by 
the main entrance to the temple. People use cell phone flashlights to find their way through 
the winding alleys. 

A bit away from the temple, we end up on a terrace with a group of men who work as 
volunteer cleaners and keepers of Lalish during the week. A prestigious task. We are served 
chai and water from the Zemzem. The water, they say, gives eternal youth and beauty. A tall 
man in his 20s, dressed in a grey dirdash and a red and white keffiye offers me a cigarette. 
“This is Iraq. Everyone smokes here. You also need to smoke!” 

(Field notes, Lalish, October 8, 2019) 

The field note excerpt illustrates that the various parts of the valley are spatially divided into 

areas for social as well as ritual uses. Pilgrim’s pattern of movement and behaviour are 

organized differently in the area around the main entrance of the temple and the adjacent 

courtyard and on the terraces and slopes further away from the temple area. The temple 

courtyard is characterized by a restricted pattern of movement, bending down when entering 

temple buildings, kissing thresholds. A chair that is designated to Baba Sheikh is placed 

opposite the main entrance of the temple and passers-by bend down to greet him and kiss his 

hand. Meanwhile, the slopes, hills and buildings further away from the temple are places to 

converse, laugh, drink chai, smoke, sleep and relax. 

Summary of chapter 

In line with the theoretical understanding of place that underpin this thesis I have here 

attempted to describe events and symbolism in Sheikhan mainly through accounts put forward 

by my interviewees. I have emphasized the significance of certain ritual elements - such as the 

berat and the annual commemorative event of jema’iyye and Çarşema-sor - that will be 

significant for analysis and the reader’s understanding of events in the following chapter. 

The most salient aspect of the empirical material is the multi-functionality both in terms of 

spatiality and usages. I argue that this is significant since it so clearly taps into how the Yezidi 

cemetery in Borlänge is put into use by its community. 
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Spire marking the tomb of Sheikh ‘Adi. Laish, October 2019 

Memorial stone, Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, Borlänge June 2019. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Place for the living and the dead: Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna 
Wednesday, April 16, 2014. A group of people has gathered on Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, 

the Yezidi section of the Stora Tuna cemetery in Borlänge. They are here to attend the 

inauguration ceremony for the site, and to celebrate that the memorial stone that marks the 

entrance to the cemetery has finally been set in place. A spring breeze blows in the air and the 

mood is joyous. Visitors are dressed up, food and beverages are arranged on tables. On a table 

stands a sanjak, a peacock figurine representing Tawûsî -Melek. Music plays from a car 

loudspeaker. As customary in Lalish, no shoes are worn here. 

Local, regional and national media cover the event. 47 Diyar, who holds the opening speech, 

explains to the audience that there is a temple in Iraqi Kurdistan, called Lalish, and that the 

most significant event of the Yezidi ritual year is the annual pilgrimage to Sheikh ‘Adi’s tomb 

that is located there. Contacts between Swedes and Yezidis, he continues, go far back in time. 

“The Swedish missionary Maria Anholm was active in the Caucasus in the late 19th century to 

help the Yezidis. In Nineveh, there was a school for Yezidis run by missionaries until 1955, 

when the Iraqi government closed it. A hundred years ago, Swedish missionaries were in the 

Middle East and the Caucasus to help the Yezidis. Now, they (the Yezidis) are here.”48 

The memorial stone is a recycled gravestone in granite, ornamented by engraved images of 

the sun and one of the twin-spires of the temple in Lalish.49 The shape of the spire symbolizes 

the rays of the sun, the moon, the earth and the twelve months of the year. A woman shows a 

piece of berat to the audience, explains that it comes from the valley that surrounds Lalish, 

kisses it, and places it by the stone, as if to mark the connection between the two places. 

Others quickly approach, give the stone a kiss, and cover it with tulips and daffodils. Some 

47 https://www.dalademokraten.se/artikel/eziderna-invigde-kyrkogard, 2014-04-17, 
https://www.dt.se/artikel/dalarna-forsta-begravningsplats-for-ezider, 2014-04-17. 
Both articles accessed 2020-09-08. 
48 Maria Anholm was a Swedish missionary active in the Middle East and the Caucasus in the beginning of the 
20th century, 
49 Yezidis who observe the custom of praying face the sun when doing so. 
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tell the audience that the Yezidis consider the colours of the flowers, yellow, green red and 

purple, to be signs of spring and new life.50 

The stone bears an inscription in Kurmanji and Swedish: 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna 

Yezidiska begravningsplatsen i Dalarna (the Yezidi cemetery in Dalarna) 

The date of the inauguration ceremony is not chosen randomly. This is Çarşema-sor, the 

festival dedicated to celebrating the arrival of spring and the New Year that was introduced in 

the previous chapter. Apart from the choice of the date, this scene entails numerous references 

to the symbolism and rituals of Lalish and the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. 

Outline and significance of the chapter 

In this chapter, our focus is shifted from Sheikhan and the valley of Lalish to Dalarna and 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna. The overarching question I aim to explore is how the cemetery 

site is put to use by the Yezidi community in Borlänge. I am also interested in how these uses 

can be understood in relation to the rituals, symbolism and aesthetics of the Yezidi villages in 

Sheikhan and in Lalish. 

This chapter is based on interviews and observations conducted in Borlänge, as well as 

archival material from the Church of Sweden parish (Stora Tuna and Torsångs parish), media 

sources and interviews with representatives for the parish who in different ways were 

involved during the process of planning and preparing the cemetery. As I began analyzing the 

empirical material, I soon came to understand that perceptions of how this site should be put 

to use differ between the parties involved – namely, the Yezidi community and the parish. 

The representatives of the parish, not unexpectedly, emphasized that the cemetery aims to 

offer Yezidis living in Dalarna a place for burying their community’s dead. Interviewees, 

however, have emphasized other aspects of how the site is put to use and given meaning by 

the community. For some of them, the site has become primarily a place for social and 

50The description of the inauguration ceremony is based on a video recording of the event shared by one of my 
interviewees: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C_4Wkg2q8hM&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR2Mz6ZSmaBgMT0jCJD 
wK9Bw_MK-Vy3GKSunEnGwwtununq8ZcGaFb7Ywrw 
I also drew on a report from the event by a Swedish radio station [Radio Sweden Kurdish]: 
https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2200&artikel=5849076&fbclid=IwAR10-
SwRCCVf4rpxUfCgFepwWjYplpcT-GKPdggrTLvUtAe5Yb2QFznb_Rg. Both accessed 2020-09-08. 
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ceremonial gatherings. These divergent expectations give rise to an interesting dynamic in the 

normative interplay of minority culture and majority expectations. 

The making of a cemetery  
The Yezidi section of the Stora Tuna cemetery rests silently within an area of 200 square 

meters on grounds that belong to and are administered by the Church of Sweden local parish. 

The Stora Tuna church was consecrated in 1869 and with its capacity to host 700 people it is 

the second largest outside of the major population areas in Sweden. The cemetery that 

surrounds the majestic building has grown gradually throughout the 20th century; the last 

expansion was completed in the early 1970s.51 The Yezidi section is located in the most 

recent, eastern part of the cemetery and has been in use since 2010. It was officially 

inaugurated in 2014 with the placing of the memorial stone on the entrance to the site. 

Partitioned from the larger cemetery by pebbled lanes and fields of grass, the plot of land lies 

on a soft hill, overlooking the landscape. 

In the spring of 2020, two tombstones were placed in the Yezidi section of the cemetery, 

which currently holds enough space for 20 double coffin graves. The oldest, from 2010, is a 

child’s grave, small, in granite with an etching of the largest of the Twin Spires in Lalish. The 

second tombstone is from 2015, made in black marble with a full-body etched portrait of the 

deceased. An Armenian Yezidi who lived in Borlänge for a long time rests here. On my last 

visit to the site in March 2020, a place for one new grave was marked in the soil. 

In 2009, Yezidiska föreningen (the Yezidi association) in Borlänge applied to the parish for a 

separate section in the Stora Tuna cemetery. According to the judicial framework regulating 

the planning and maintenance of cemeteries in Sweden, the Church of Sweden holds 

responsibility for providing places for burial for everyone registered in the municipality at the 

time of death, regardless of religious affiliation.52 The interviews I conducted with the former 

vicar, a priest who previously worked in the parish and who had close contact with the 

Yezidis throughout the process of planning the cemetery, and the sexton all confirm that the 

planning process was brief. The parish saw an obvious need considering the fairly large 

Yezidi community settled in Dalarna, and this issue is clearly regulated in Swedish 

51 https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/borlange/stora-tuna-kyrkogard. Accessed 2020-09-07. What is considered the 
largest church located outside the major population areas in Sweden is located in the village of Järvsö. 
52https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/kalmar/kyrkogarden/begravningslag-och-begravningsforordning. 
Accessed 2020-10-25. A majority of cemeteries in Sweden are currently judicially regulated by the Funeral Law 
(Begravningslag 1990:11444) and the Funeral Regulation (Begravningsförordning1990:1147). 
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legislation. The parish also benefitted from their previous experience with the long process of 

planning and preparations that preceded the large Muslim cemetery that was inaugurated in 

Borlänge in 1993. The Muslim cemetery currently has around 150 graves and is located in the 

Norra griftegården cemetery on the opposite side of the town. 

In our interviews, representatives from the parish emphasize that the Yezidis wanted a section 

of the cemetery that was clearly separated from the Muslim cemetery quarters, but except for 

that, the Yezidi association had no specific requirements regarding the site or its location in 

the larger cemetery. The choice was set on placing the Yezidi cemetery quarters on the most 

recently expanded part of the cemetery. Since 2016, the adjacent site holds a religion-neutral 

cemetery, a place that caught the attention of the international media. Religious symbols are 

prohibited on the site that is meant to appeal to atheists, agnostics, or individuals from 

families where family members belong to different religions.53 

In the following paragraphs, the reader is introduced to the aesthetics of Yezidi cemeteries in 

Sheikhan, and Yezidi funeral customs as practiced in Iraqi Kurdistan and in Borlänge. Despite 

the limitation of the sample due to the small number of graves on the site, my empirical 

material indicates that both Yezidi funeral customs and the aesthetics of the Yezidi cemetery 

have partially been modified to adapt to the overall cemetery environment of Borlänge. 

However, in contrast to the Yezidi cemeteries I have observed in Sheikhan, the aesthetics of 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna have also been adapted to establish symbolic connections with 

Lalish. 

Yezidi cemeteries and gravestones in Dalarna and Sheikhan 

The shape and style of Yezidi gravestones vary between different regions. Açıkyıldız argues 

that both Yezidi funeral customs and the aesthetics of graves in Sheikhan are influenced by 

Islamic customs. Yezidi gravestones in Caucasia are often zoomorphic, shaped like horses, 

lions or rams (2014:182-195). The photo below is typical of the village cemeteries I visited in 

Sheikhan during my fieldwork. The grave is elevated above the ground and two stones mark 

the short sides of the grave. Graves have inscriptions in Kurdish written in Arabic script, the 

name and date of birth and death of the deceased, sometimes a poem, floral ornamentations 

53 https://gantdaily.com/2016/10/21/sweden-opens-first-cemetery-free-of-religious-symbols/ , 
2016-10-21, https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/dalarna/har-finns-landets-forsta-neutrala-begravningsplats, 2016-
10-19. https://www.thelocal.se/20161019/sweden-gets-its-first-cemetery-free-of-religious-symbols. 
Both articles accessed 2020-09-08. The neutral section holds one grave from 2018 (December 2020). 
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and occasionally the image of a peacock. Graves are commonly built in stone in the shape of a 

sarcophagus. 

Yezidi cemetery on the Nineveh plains, October 2019 

Yezidi village cemetery, Nineveh, October 2019. 

An interesting detail, as mentioned, above, is that I have not seen tombstones ornamented 

with images of Lalish in Sheikhan, while both gravestones and the memorial stone at 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna have etched images of the Twin Spires, an imagery that becomes 

a reminder of the deceased’s connection to Lalish. While the gravestone in Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li 

Dalarna that mark the grave for the Armenian Yezidi seems influenced by the style of 

Christian Orthodox cemeteries with its full-figure portraits and gold-colored letters in black 

marble, the other two gravestones resemble those commonly found in Protestant cemeteries in 

Sweden. Small headstones in granite with black inscriptions stating the name of the deceased 

and the date of birth and death mark these two graves. 

The social science scholars Doris Frances, Leonie Kellaher and Georgina Neophytou have 

argued that cemeteries and rituals tied to cemeteries, in their fostering senses of belonging for 

diaspora communities, are places where symbols connected to religion and ethnicity often get 

“fused” (2005:190), a sort of adaptation of symbolism which Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna 

seems to exemplify. The aesthetic adaptations of the gravestones can also be analyzed through 

the theoretical prism of transfer of ritual (Langer et al 2006). It can be concluded that a ritual 
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element, the funeral stones, have been modified to adapt to the surrounding context that is the 

larger Protestant cemetery. The aesthetics of the gravestones, however, has also been altered 

in relation to the aesthetics of Yezidi cemeteries in Sheikhan. The purpose, I argue, is to 

create a connection between Lalish and the deceased through the ritual symbol that is the 

image of the Twin Spire. 

Yezidi funeral rituals 

The archival material from the parish concerning the planning process preceding the Yezidi 

cemetery consists of protocols from meetings in 2010, 2011 and 2014. The notes focus on 

practicalities surrounding funeral customs and reveal ambitions to make different funeral 

customs meet. A description of Yezidi funeral rites is found on the first page of the most 

recent protocol, from 2014:54 

Funeral rituals are also distinctive. The body is buried soon after the time of death, arms 
crossed, shrouded in white fabric, head facing east. Dust [berat] from the sanctuary of Sheikh 
‘Adi is spread over the eyes, ears and mouth of the dead. The head is not covered by soil, but 
is protected by slabs of stone, provided with a small opening through which the soul can leave 
the body to continue its passage. After the funeral, a priest tries to find out where the soul 
goes through the interpretation of dreams. If the deceased had a high social position in 
society, his clothing will be hung on figures of wood, carried around in procession without 
music for three days. Memorial services are held on the third, seventh and the fortieth day 
after death, and on the first anniversary. 

(Protocol STT 2015-97, Ezidiska begravningsplatsen [The Yezidi cemetery, my translation 
from Swedish]) 

Previous writings on Yezidi beliefs in and customs of death and funeral are meagre. Yezidis 

have been described as believing in reincarnation, a view that has been confirmed by my 

interviewees.55 The brief descriptions of Yezidi funeral customs put forth by Kreyenbroek 

(1995:160-161) and Açıkyıldız (2014:103) both correspond to the descriptions in the parish 

protocol. Cremation is prohibited and the body of the deceased should ideally be put into soil 

before dusk on the same day as death. If death occurs at night, the funeral should take place 

the following day since no activity related to the burial can take place at night. What is 

significant here is the presence of the sun during the funeral. The question of how soon after 

death a funeral can take place due to practical constraints is specifically discussed in the 

protocol. The parish can guarantee funeral within three days after death - a modification, due 

54 The source is not mentioned in the protocol and the parish does not have any information on the issue. 
55 Some scholars have argued that other understandings of the hereafter also to exist among Yezidis. The belief 
in reincarnation exist alongside notions of heaven and hell according to these accounts (see Arkaelova & Amrian 
2012, Açıkyıldız 2014). 
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to practical considerations, of the Yezidi custom of immediate burial. The body of the 

deceased should be washed by a sheikh or a pir and then be shrouded in white. There are 

obvious similarities to Islamic funeral customs in the immediate post-mortem burial, the 

prohibition on cremation, and the shrouding of the body. 

Berat is placed in the mouth and over the eyes of the deceased. A reminder of the significance 

of the earth of Lalish throughout different stages in the life cycle for a Yezidi. Kreyenbroek 

points to the fact that ideas of purity and pollution surround burial. The body of the deceased 

should avoid coming in direct contact with soil or air; stones (as also mentioned in the parish 

protocol) are used to build a barrier between the corpse and the soil (1995: 160-161). 

According to the parish protocol, an opening by the mouth should be left for the soul to be 

able to leave the body. During some Yezidi funerals in Iraq, ‘qewwals take part in the funeral 

procession, either chanting qewls or playing the sacred instruments def (tambourine) or flute 

(Açıkyıldız 2014: 103). 

To some extent, the descriptions above, both in the protocol and in the scholarly accounts, 

represent ideal types of Yezidi funeral rites in Iraq and in the Caucasus. What becomes 

interesting then, is how the Yezidi funerals have been conducted in Borlänge and whether this 

represents a change in relation to Sheikhan.  

Yezidis use the regular mortuary chapel in the Stora Tuna cemetery for pre-funeral 

ceremonies. As for civil funerals, Christian symbols are removed from the chapel during such 

occasions. The custom, described in the parish protocol, that a member of the caste of sheikhs 

or pirs should prepare the body of the deceased for burial has continued in Borlänge; a sheikh 

from one of the Yezidi families who first came to Borlänge from Sheikhan in the late 1980s 

has been responsible for the funeral rite and preparing the body in the three funerals that have 

until now taken place there. 

When I interview him about the funeral rites in Borlänge, his answers are brief: 

Maria: Tell me about the funerals in Borlänge? How do you go about them? 
Sheikh: We just call the church, take the body to the chapel, read a poem in Kurdish, write the 
name of the deceased, and then bury it. 
Maria: Do you use berat? 
Sheikh: Yes, we spread some berat from Lalish over the eyes of the dead, in the coffin. 
Maria: In the coffin? 
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Sheikh: Yes, in Sweden we always use coffin. In Iraq also, most nowadays they use coffin. 
Before they used to build with stones and so on. But coffin is more practical. 

(Sheikh, December 11, 2020) 

The use of the berat, according to this interviewee, is unaltered. The question of burying the 

body without a coffin, which has traditionally been customary among Iraqi Yezidis, is 

specifically addressed in the protocol. According to the employees at the parish, burial 

without a coffin is legal in Sweden if the soil under the cemetery mostly consists of clay. On 

Stora Tuna the soil consist mostly of sand and therefore the condition of the soil demands that 

a coffin is used. As the quote above indicates, however, burial without a coffin is a custom 

that is also disappearing in Iraq due to practical reasons, the simplicity of using a coffin rather 

than building a sarcophagus of rocks to separate the body from soil and air. This practice, it 

should be noted, alters the idea that leaving the mouth of the deceased uncovered would make 

it possible for the soul to leave the corpse as mentioned in the parish protocol. The fact that 

there are no ‘qewwals in Borlänge also modifies the funeral ritual. 

An interesting detail in the protocol is the question of in which direction Yezidi graves should 

be placed. In the protocols from 2010 and 2011, the parish has documented that Yezidi graves 

should be placed in a north – south direction, and the first grave, from 2010, faces south. The 

parish was informed of this by a member of the group of Yezidis and parish employees that 

was responsible for the preparations preceding the cemetery. In the protocol from 2014, 

however, the question is raised again and it is clarified that Yezidi graves should be placed in 

the direction east – west. Yezidis should be buried facing the sun in the east, a detail that has 

been pointed at also by scholars (Kreyenbroek 1995, Açıkyıldız 2014). 

I suggest that the detail of the grave sheds light on the difficulties Yezidis face in establishing 

themselves in diaspora since knowledge of ritual custom is the domain of the religious elite in 

Sheikhan. Spät and Allison have noted that Yezidis who belong to the castes of sheikhs and 

pirs are often expected to take the role as community leaders in diaspora. This reveals 

something of their social status within the community and also of the enduring emphasis put 

on the caste system (Spät 2005, Allison 2014). Sheikhs or pirs who are given these roles, 

however, might not have had similar tasks in Iraq and, consequently, they might not be 

knowledgeable about ritual customs that concern the community, such as funerals. 
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Practical aspects, such as literacy and knowledge of the language of the “new homeland” 

clearly shape the possibilities of establishing oneself as a community in diaspora. While the 

specific example of the grave facing south instead of east might illustrate a lack of knowledge 

on ritual customs among community leaders in diaspora, another possible explanation is that 

this was a result of misunderstandings due to language. What can be concluded is that this 

example relates to a wider question of having access to ritual knowledge also outside Iraq, 

and of having the religious, cultural and linguistic capacity of establishment in diaspora.56 

Choosing burial in Sheikhan or in Borlänge?  

A choice many immigrants or their families at some point have to face is whether to get 

buried in the new homeland, the country of birth, or somewhere else. The question of whether 

or not to choose post-mortem repatriation is, of course, complex. Exploring this issue at a 

deeper level to discern for instance generational or gender variations, though interesting, 

would require a more sizeable group of interviewees at various ages. I will, however, draw 

some tentative conclusions from my conversations with a few Borlänge interviewees, Sirwan, 

Salih and Saeed, regarding this issue. After presenting and discussing the empirical material, I 

will analyze it in relation to a theoretical framework of previous research on cemeteries and 

diaspora communities (Hunter 2016 a, Hunter 2016b, Sorgenfrei 2021). 

Sirwan picks me up by the bus stop in in the centre of Borlänge on a September afternoon in 

2019. We have recently gotten to know each other and on this second meeting, he wants to 

show me the Yezidi cemetery. During the short drive from the town centre to Stora Tuna, we 

talk about Sirwan’s language studies. Sirwan has his final exam at Svenska för invandrare 

[Swedish for immigrants] in October and he will therefore not be able to visit Sheikhan for 

jema’ this year. Conversation flows back and forth until it turns to the issue of the cemetery. 

When I ask Sirwan whether he thinks more Yezidis will choose to be buried there in the 

future, he answers: “I don’t know – some they choose to be buried in Iraq. Last year, my 

nephew died in Germany, and she [referring to his sister] said he should be buried in Iraq. So 

we all went there for the funeral. He was 16, 17 years old”. 

56 Diyar, who, as mentioned in the second chapter, is not a Yezidi himself but who is well - established in the 
municipality in different ways, has often been set to represent the Yezidi group in their contacts with the 
municipality, the church and local media. I have been aware of how this can affect fieldwork dynamics, but it is 
also an interesting reflection in relation to issues of representation and establishment in diaspora. 
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When we arrive at the site, Sirwan kisses the memorial stone that marks the entry to the 

cemetery and says: 

Sirwan: You know, every year in April, we have two celebrations here. One when we have 
the eggs, like Easter, and one when we celebrate the date when this cemetery was 
consecrated. That was in April, and the celebration is in April. Then, several hundred come 
here. First, we have a dance up here [points at the central spot of the cemetery]. Then we set 
long tables here with food that is for everyone [indicates a spot on the grass, right outside the 
cemetery, adjacent to the lane]. 
Maria: Do people come also from other countries and cities? 
Sirwan: No, but everyone who lives in Borlänge. The Yezidis and some other Kurds. 
Maria: So, are the Yezidi cemeteries in Iraq similar to this one? 
Sirwan: Yes, they are. Outside my village, we have six cemeteries. 
Maria: Outside al-Qosh? 
Sirwan: Yes, al-Qosh. We go there every Wednesday, to pay respect. Some women also go 
there more often. 

(Sirwan, Borlänge, September 16, 2019) 

Some months later, when we again visit the site, we return to the topic: 

Maria: Do you think more Yezidis will choose to get buried here in the future? 
Sirwan: Those who don’t have families in Iraq. In the future, there will be more places like 
his. 
Maria: Could you see yourself being buried here? 
Sirwan: Yeah, sure. Why not? 

(Sirwan, Borlänge, March 4, 2020) 

Sirwan’s comments are interesting to look at from different perspectives. I will return to his 

description of the April celebrations in the cemetery. For now, however, I will focus on the 

site as a place for burial. Firstly, that Sirwan talks of whether or not he can see himself here 

after death in a lighthearted manner is understandable. He is young and, like others his age, he 

would not have any reason to make plans concerning his own funeral. What Sirwan expresses 

is that ties of family history and bonds to the natal villages are significant in deciding where a 

family member should be buried. In predicting that those who no longer have family in Iraq 

will eventually be buried elsewhere, Sirwan implies that this will happen when family ties to 

Iraq are definitely broken due to demographic changes of birth, death and perhaps migration. 

The example of Sirwan’s teenage nephew who tragically passed away in an accident and was 

buried in Iraq despite his mother living permanently in Germany is interesting. In this case, it 

can be assumed, family ties to Iraq were considered more significant than the possibility for 

Sirwan’s sister to visit her son’s grave frequently. 

71 



	

            

         

        

        

  

 
        

         
 

   

      
     

 
 

 

    

   

  

 

   

  

 
  

  
 

 

         

           

         

    

          

      

          

        

            

 

 

Like Sirwan, Salih emphasizes the significance of family bonds for the choice of burial 

location. Salih and I have previously met once in Borlänge. He was born in the same village 

as Sirwan and he has lived in Sweden for ten years, since he was a young teenager. He 

graduated from a Swedish university some years ago and now works as an economist. He 

comments: 

Salih: This [where to get buried] is decided by the family. But the older generation, they 
would never choose to be buried outside Iraq. It is their home. It’s about the place, about 
identity… 
Maria: And yourself? 
Salih: I would choose to get buried in Iraq as well. This is my family history. This is where I 
grew up. This is where it all started, you know? Of course I should go back there. 
Maria: And in the future? Do you think this will change for Yezidis who live outside Iraq? 
Salih: It will. Maybe the younger will just choose to get buried wherever is the closest. 

(Salih, December 11, 2020) 

Salih’s seemingly unambiguous feeling about choosing to be buried in the village where he 

spent his childhood is interesting. For him, this becomes a way of closing the life circle, of 

returning to where it all began. In our conversation this appears to be a simple choice for 

Salih, despite the fact that he is well settled in Sweden in terms of language, family and 

friends. Saeed, who belongs to an older generation than both Sirwan and Salih, think 

differently on the matter: 

Maria: Do you see yourself being buried in Borlänge or in Iraq? 
Saeed: In Borlänge [answers quickly]. I like it here. 

(Saeed, December 11, 2020) 

The decisiveness and brevity of Saeed’s answer is interesting in light of his migration history 

and family situation. He belongs to one of the first Yezidi families that arrived Borlänge and 

has lived in the town for 30 years. His wife has lived here for a similar period of time and 

their children both study at Swedish universities. Saeed’s only remaining family in Sheikhan 

is his sister. When I have asked him whether he could imagine a future for himself and his 

family in Iraq, he has stated that migrating back to Iraq would not be an option for him and 

his family. In contrast to Sirwan and Salih, Saeed does not emphasize a family history that 

ties back to Sheikhan, but instead states that he would choose to get buried in Borlänge, where 

he feels at home. What unites the perspectives of the three interviewees’ is that they 

emphasize connections between choice of burial location and identity. 
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I will analyze these perspectives through the writings of Sorgenfrei (2021), Hunter (2016a, 

2016b) and Frances et al (2005). These theoretical perspectives are relevant here since they 

explore connections between identity and place and since they both emphasize family bonds 

as a decisive factor for the choice of where to get buried. In a report on Muslim cemeteries 

and funeral ceremonies in Sweden, Sorgenfrei describes cemeteries used by diaspora 

communities as anchor-places (2021). Following Sorgenfrei, graves, then, can become, signs 

of immigrants rootedness in the new homeland and serve to connect not just the dead, but also 

the following generations to the new homeland. If migrants choose to be buried in the new 

homeland this can be a forceful way of anchoring immigrant communities there, concretely 

and physically through the bodies of the dead. While many choose to be repatriated to their 

land of birth, others want to get buried where they believe their loved ones will visit the grave 

in the future. 

Along a similar line of argument, Hunter sees the end of life as marking a critical juncture in 

the relationships between diaspora communities and “new homelands” in terms of 

relationships between identity and place. For a migrant to choose post-mortem repatriation to 

one’s country of birth, or a third country, may reinforce perceptions of temporality and guest-

hood, a manner of emphasizing that exile is temporary. Hunter’ research concludes that 

factors such as for how long period of time an individual migrant or a migrant’s community 

has lived in a country and the size of the ethnic or religious community directly affect the 

choice of where to rest after death (2016a, 2016b). The research conducted by Frances et al 

among Greek Cypriot immigrants in London reveals that the first generation are more firmly 

rooted in the homeland, and hence, more inclined to choose to get buried there (2005:182-

183). The authors have also noted that the earth itself has been significant for some of their 

informants (2005:188). 

The emphasis on family bonds aligns with the perceptions of my interviewees, as I have 

previously elaborated on. Sirwan and Salih both speak of these ties as decisive factors and 

speculate that, as time passes, such bonds to Iraq might fade. The example of Saeed is 

interesting since it serves as a counterexample to the idea that the older generation who first 

emigrated want to get buried in the natal land. Saeed’s attitude may be affected by the fact 

that	 he has lived in Borlänge for a long period of time, and that his wife and children are here. 

Sorgenfrei’s argument that immigrants might choose to get buried where their children can 

visit their grave invites us to discern a pattern: Sirwan, who also has children in Sweden, 
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similarly argues that he can see himself being buried in Borlänge, while Salih, who does not 

yet have children, sets more focus on family in terms of his origins and connecting himself 

back to his own origin. In line with the argument of Frances et al (2005) he puts emphasis on 

the soil. What becomes salient through the interviews is that Sirwan, Salih and Saeed all place 

an emphasis on a sense of rootedness in relation to this question, even though this sense of 

rootedness expresses itself differently among them. 

Another way to investigate the importance of family bonds and connection to the natal land is 

to look at which graves have, until now, been settled on the site, and, conversely, which 

graves are not. Two of the graves belong to children whose parents live in Borlänge and it can 

be assumed that they want to be able to visit often. These graves, following Sorgenfrei’s 

terminology, become a way of anchoring the deceased children’s families to Borlänge. 

Moreover, the fact that the numbers of graves on the site are few indicates that some have 

been repatriated to Iraq after death.  

In an article based on a large number of interviews with Iraqi Christians living in Denmark, 

the UK and Sweden, Hunter develops and problematizes the notion that choosing to be buried 

in the new homeland necessarily signifies as deep connection to that place. Other concerns, 

such as volatile security situations, financial aspects and various other practicalities, also 

weigh in to this decision (Hunter 2016b). Hunter’s results are interesting both for the 

emphasis on factors which are in a sense detached from abstract issues of identity and 

belonging, and because of the parallels which can be drawn between his Iraqi Christian 

subjects (of varying denominations) and the Iraqi Yezidis. Iraqi Christian villages neighbour 

my Yezidi interviewees’ natal villages in Sheikhan, hence there is a geographical proximity 

between the groups. Both groups, as is well known, also live in an extremely unstable security 

situation in Iraq. 

Some interviewees in Hunter’s study emphasized aspects of security, others gave primacy to 

family ties and argued that they, if placed in a situation when they needed to make such 

choice, would choose to be buried in their Iraqi natal villages rather than in Sweden despite 

the volatile security situation in Iraq. It should be noted that Hunter‘s interviews were 

conducted in 2014, when IS was at its peak in this area, but still, emphasis was often placed 

on family bonds. None of my interviewees have mentioned issues of safety or economy when 

we have talked about this issue. Again, considering the few graves on Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li 
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Dalarna, it can be tentatively concluded that the Iraqi Yezidis have decided in favor of post-

mortem repatriation despite the volatile security situation during the period when IS was at its 

peak in the region. 

A place for the final rest, or for community gatherings 
One conclusion that can legitimately be drawn at this point is that the numbers of graves at 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna, three in December 2020, are few. Until now, the Yezidi 

community in Borlänge has used the site to a limited extent for actually burying the dead. In 

our conversation, an employee at the parish confirms that three graves during the ten years the 

site has been in use is unusually few, even for a small community like the Yezidis in a 

relatively small town like Borlänge. The parish employee draws a comparison to the town’s 

Muslim cemetery in Norra griftegården: “it is actually being used for funerals” (September 

10 2020). From the perspective of the parish, the way the cemetery has been put into use 

contradicts expectations that were to some extent based on experiences from the Muslim 

cemetery.  

The question, which naturally follows, is whether the Borlänge Yezidi community uses the 

cemetery site more frequently for other purposes. My empirical material reveals that the 

cemetery is used for purposes that all constitute clear examples of transfer of ritual in the 

sense that I understand and apply the term in this text (see chapter two). In short, I apply the 

term to examine how Yezidi ritual practice, place and symbolism is used and, to some extent, 

modified, in diaspora. I have divided the examples into three categories: a) transfer of ritual 

practice, b) transfer of the use of place and c) transfer of elements of ritual. Each category 

should be understood as shedding light on different ways in which Sheikhan and Borlänge are 

connected through ritual practice, place and symbolism. I will return to this structure towards 

the end of the chapter. 

Transfer of ritual practice: Çarşema-sor and the Wednesday ritual 

I return to the previous quote by Sirwan, in which he describes the April celebration at 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna. This description exemplifies a phenomenon that has been 

emphasized repeatedly by the interviewees in Borlänge throughout this project. The cemetery 

has become a site for community celebrations and ceremonies, of which the peak is the annual 

celebration of Çarşema-sor, the Yezidi New Year. As Sirwan describes, large numbers gather 

on this occasion and interviewees speak of it as something to look forward to, an opportunity 
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to gather as a community. The celebration, as exemplified by the opening scene to this 

chapter, consists of a joint meal that is served at the cemetery, the painting and cracking of 

eggs, and the presence of music and dancing. Salih, who otherwise does not visit the 

cemetery regularly, also stresses the importance of the Çarşema-sor celebrations: 

Salih: Speaking for myself, my family and I, we don’t visit the funeral stone. Even my mother 
who is religious and prays, she does not go there. If there is special celebration or a holiday, 
we go there. 
[….] 

Salih: The young Yezidis, they don’t really care about religion. We see ourselves as atheist. 
We see ourselves as Yezidi, but its not like we are interested in passing on religion. You don’t 
have faith, you don’t pray. 
Maria: Is being a Yezidi as an identity important then? 
Salih: Very. Identity, belonging, upbringing, this is very important. 

(Salih, December 11, 2020) 

Salih’s comments on religiosity and identity are interesting, and this is something that could 

be developed on in a more extensive research project. Other interviewees, both in Sweden an 

in Iraq have expressed similar opinions. Kreyebbroek’s (2009) interviews among Yezidis in 

Germany show similar tendencies of younger generation distancing themselves from a 

religious identity while being a Yezidi in terms of ethnicity, identity and belonging is seen as 

highly significant. What I want to primarily pinpoint here, however, is that Salih, despite him 

being fairly indifferent to the cemetery, partly because he sees it as a site that bears religious 

meaning, attends the communal ceremonies that are arranged there. For him, this signifies 

above all an opportunity to meet and spend time together, a tool for sustaining a collective 

identity. This, I argue, reveals something of the relevance of these celebrations in diaspora. 

As I described in the previous chapter, Çarşema-sor is a celebration of spring and the arrival 

of a new year, but it is also an occasion to mourn and pay respect to the dead through joint 

meals and mourning ceremonies performed by Yezidi women in the village cemeteries 

throughout Sheikhan. Interviewees have pointed to these mourning rituals as constituting an 

important part of a village routine in Sheikhan that is performed both on the evenings before 

an Eid, but also on a weekly basis. Similarly to Sirwan, Saeed stresses both the significance of 

the cemetery as a place for celebrations and the Wednesday ritual the as we travel together by 

car from Borlänge to Stockholm and I ask him to tell me more about the cemetery and 

whether is thinks it is an important place: 
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Saeed: [Smiles and says] Yes, it is important, we all become regulars [stammisar] there. We 
have it to celebrate different occasions, and the women go there, we have this, on 
Wednesdays. It’s like a holy day. To remember the dead. 

(Saeed, March 5, 2020) 

I later learn that this ritual is not performed in an organized, large-scale manner in Borlänge, 

but that a few visit the cemetery to light candles on Wednesdays, in a similar manner that 

candles might be lit on other cemeteries in Sweden on Sundays and Christian holidays. In one 

way, this is expected considering the small number of dead that rest on the site since the 

purpose of the ritual is to commemorate family and relatives. The Wednesday ritual may be 

another example of adaptation to the context of the surrounding cemetery, comparable to the 

Christian influences on gravestone aesthetics mentioned earlier. 

The temple: recreation of ritualized place 

In 2016, the Yezidi association applied to also build a temple on the cemetery. The drawings 

of the proposed building show a square, white brick building with a twisted spire and two 

statues of blue peacock birds placed on the flat roof. The construction plans were, however, 

rejected by the parish. In our interview, the former parish vicar comments that the parish 

argued that the temple building’s architectural style would be too distinctive not to disturb the 

overall harmony of the cemetery. Moreover, the parish had concerns that the temple would 

become the target to risk racist attacks: “we were very reluctant and we did not think building 

a temple would be good either for the Yezidis nor for us. We didn’t see a need for a temple, 

and we worried that it could cause negative attention” (September 21, 2020).   

Interviewees have expressed that the decision to reject the building plans was met by 

disappointment. Saeed asserts that he does not understand this decision considering the 

humble size of the building “We wanted to build a temple there, but we couldn’t, I don’t 

know why. You have seen them in Iraq, right? They are not big” (March 5 2020). Salih takes 

a similar view “we would also like to have a small temple. You have seen them in Iraq, right? 

They are small” (March 7 2020). 

The drawings portraying the aesthetics of the temple and the way the overall temple site 

would have been structured, had the building plans been approved, reveal obvious similarities 

to the communal places located on the outskirts of the villages in Sheikhan. The planned 

temple building is also strikingly similar in construction and style to the temple buildings in 

the Yezidi villages in Sheikhan. These village sites (described more in detail in the first 
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chapter) are significant cornerstones of Yezidi communal life in the Sheikhani villages. 

Hence, building a temple on Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna can clearly be understood as an 

attempt to build a place that in function, structure and aesthetics is similar to the village sites 

in Sheikhan. 

When I ask whether the specific location of the temple in proximity to the cemetery is 

significant, Saeed explains that the village cemeteries in Sheikhan, and the proximity between 

life and death they come to represent, serve as points of reference in terms of aesthetics and 

symbolism: 

Saeed: We could build a temple in another location. But if it’s close to the cemetery, it’s 
better. Because of certain functions we use it for. 
Maria: Do you use the small temples by the cemeteries to wash and prepare the body for 
burial in Sheikhan? 
Saeed: Exactly, we do. But in Iraq, there are also other facilities for washing and preparing 
the body. We can use a Christian chapel, anything. There is this Christian village near 
Ba‘adrê. No Christians live there anymore, but the Yezidis use the chapel for preparing the 
bodies of the dead. But in Borlänge, we have to think more of economy and practicalities, so 
the temple wouldn’t be used like that. Here, we use the church chapel before funerals and 
that’s not a problem. But we still wanted a temple there. Like a symbol. 
Maria: Like a symbol. I understand. Would the temple in Borlänge be large enough to enter? 
Saeed: Maybe. A room that would be spacious enough for a few people to stand in there. 

(Saeed, December 11, 2020) 

What Saeed is saying here is interesting in several respects. Firstly, he talks of the changing 

function the temple would have due to practical matters. The building would not be used for 

preparing the dead, partly because using the church regular mortuary chapter is a satisfying 

solution, which, Saeed finds analogous with the use an abandoned Christian mortuary chapel 

in the Iraqi village of Nasiriye. Moreover, Saeed speaks of financial and practical constraints 

that make building a temple in Borlänge that can actually be used for mortuary practices 

difficult. 

Despite the fact that the function of a Borlänge Yezidi temple would change in comparison to 

how similar buildings are used in Sheikhan, Saeed sees it as possessing symbolic value. A 

few things can be concluded from the quote. One is that opportunity structures to some extent 

affect the Borlänge Yezidis’ plans for a temple building: the potential usages are adapted to 

factors such as what is possible in terms of funding and practicalities. Opportunity structures 

also come to shape the overall cemetery site through the parish’s rejection of the construction 
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plans. Secondly, the temple’s symbolic significance can endure despite an alteration in 

practical function. 

Saeed emphasizes that building the temple adjacent to the cemetery would be the best option, 

even though he is willing to contemplate alternatives. Salih has a contrasting view: 

Salih: No. As long as there is a temple. The place is not that important. 
(Salih, December 11, 2020) 

Salih later explains that in his view, the temple would primarily have offered a meeting place 

for the community and therefore it being built on the cemetery is not significant. Again, the 

significance of the temple building per se is underlined even though the way the building 

would be put into use and also spatially located would clearly be different from Iraq. It thus 

seems that neither the social, communal nor the symbolic role of the temple in a diaspora 

setting are necessarily dependent on its geographical or functional integration with the 

cemetery. 

Not just the aesthetics of the overall cemetery site, but also ritualized behaviour on the site 

has been altered due to practicalities. Another striking example concerns the practice of taking 

one’s shoes off and leaving them outside of Lalish, a custom that is similarly practiced in 

cemeteries throughout the Yezidi villages. Breaking this practice is surrounded by clear 

taboos (see chapter four). When Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna was officially inaugurated in 

2014 the idea was that this custom would be maintained also here, as recounted in the opening 

scene of this chapter. This has, however, been altered. Now, some cemetery visitors take their 

shoes off before approaching and kissing the memorial stone that marks the cemetery entry, 

and then put them back on. Others keep them on throughout the visit. 

When I ask Saeed about why this custom has been changed, he laughs and answers, “By the 

stone, there are supposed to be bare feet. But on the cemetery, no. This does not work in 

Sweden. It’s cold and wet here” (December 11, 2020). Even though this change of ritual 

practice can appear self-explanatory due to the differences in weather conditions that Saeed 

points to, it is interesting considering the importance of this taboo at similar sites in Sheikhan. 

The custom of taking the shoes off by the stone that I have noted through observations and 

conversations both with Yezidi interviewees and the parish, is practiced by some and not by 

others, also constitute an interesting modification of ritual practice.  
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Before summarizing this chapter I want to focus on one aspect that has been revealed in the 

empirical material. While all informants have expressed positive opinions on the creation of 

the cemetery, it has become clear that some interviewees disagree over its significance. The 

site is generally seen by the interviewees as a physical manifestation of the Yezidis becoming 

a more established community with their own infrastructure in Sweden, a step forward. Some, 

however, rather hope to be able to establish facilities in the town center, facilities with 

generous opening hours that can serve as a hub for Yezidi community life. 

Division and dissent 

The cemetery is what binds us to Borlänge. But the Yezidi population in Dalarna is 
decreasing. More have left than come since 2014 [refers to the year of the genocide in Sinjar]. 
Many move to the larger cities, Malmö, Helsingborg or Stockholm. They want to study and 
have other opportunities. 

(Salman, Borlänge, June 9, 2019) 

This quote by Salman serves to exemplify the mixed feelings some interviewees have about 

the cemetery. For him the site is one contributing reason as to why he chooses to live in 

Borlänge despite the fact that there might be better opportunities in terms of work and studies 

in a larger city. He further implies that other Yezidis, especially the younger generation to 

which he himself belongs, make different choices. Hence, the geographical distribution of 

educational and employment opportunities may affect the Yezidi demography within Sweden. 

A group interview with Ayad, Salih and Barzan conducted on my last day of fieldwork in 

Borlänge in March 2020 can serve to exemplify the idea of creating joint facilities in the town 

center. We meet on a Saturday afternoon. Barzan’s daughter initially sits with us, but soon 

looses her patience and starts entertaining herself by running around the restaurant, frequently 

reminding us of for how endlessly long we have been sitting still talking. This restaurant is 

run by Yezidis, Barzan tells me they often meet here. As we begin talking about what they see 

as important to the Yezidi community in Borlänge, Barzan and Salih answer: 

Salih: That we can continue to be Yezidis with our culture and religion, and that we can keep 
our community. [….] If we were united, we could have many things, like permanent facilities. 
Maria: Is that important to you? 
Salih: It is. Like the Somalis, they have their own facilities and they get a lot of support from 
the municipality. We could use it for celebrations, a place where we could always meet to 
keep community. 
Barzan: Also a way to show the municipality that we won’t do stupid things, like burning 
cars. 

(Borlänge, March 7, 2020) 
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The cemetery is considered significant but there are competing ideas of what is a good way of 

keeping the group united. I in a sense I believe this reflects opportunity structures in terms of 

funding and practicalities. 

Summary of chapter 

This chapter has been devoted to Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna and the ways this place is used 

by the Yezidi community in Borlänge. The overarching theoretical perspective applied for 

analysing the empirical material presented in this chapter is the idea of transfer of ritual 

(Langer et al 2006). I have applied this idea as an analytical tool to examine how Yezidi 

rituals, or ritual building blocks, are transferred from Sheikhan to Borlänge, but also how they 

become modified in different ways in this specific setting. The idea of transfer of ritual serves 

to shed light on connections between Sheikhan and Borlänge that are created and maintained 

through ritual practice, place and ritual symbolism. In addition, I applied theories that 

specifically concern cemeteries used by diaspora groups. A significant aspect of such places is 

that, beyond their role as burial place, they also constitute highly intensified sites for 

migrants’ settlement and spatial establishment (Frances et al 2005, Hunter 2016a, 2016b, 

Sorgenfrei 2021). Throughout my fieldwork in Borlänge, I have come to understand that the 

significance ascribed to the cemetery must be understood as part of a wider strategy of 

identity making and keeping community together. 

In the first parts of the chapter, I focused on Yezidi funeral customs, the aesthetics and 

symbolism of the Yezidi cemetery, and interviewees’ perceptions of the question of burial 

location. Considering the small number of graves on the site, I would argue that it is difficult 

to talk in more general terms of an established Yezidi funeral custom in this context. The 

empirical material does reveal, however, that both the Yezidi funeral ritual as it is performed 

in Borlänge and the aesthetics of the gravestones have been partly adapted to the surrounding 

cemetery, while other aspects remain similar as in Sheikhan. The Church of Sweden’s 

mortuary chapel is used by the Yezidi community for funeral preparations, hence, an example 

of ritual modification in contrast to in Sheikhan, were the temple buildings adjacent to the 

cemetery are used for such purposes. The element of ‘qewl-singing is excluded from the 

funeral ritual in Borlänge; an impossibility due to the absence of educated ‘qewwals. Other 

aspects, such as the use of berat and the preparing of the body by a sheikh, remain. 

Considering the question of choice of burial location, my interviewees have in different ways 

emphasized the significance of family bonds, which aligns with the findings of previous 
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research I have drawn upon in this chapter. These conclusions are, however, tentative and 

should be substantiated through more empirical research. The empirical material further 

points to a “fusion” in terms of the aesthetics of the gravestones, and I here drew on the 

argument put forth by Frances et al (2005) to clarify how aesthetics of cemeteries used by 

diaspora groups can be influenced both by the surrounding cemetery, and by religious and/or 

ethnic symbolism from one’s specific group.    

The empirical material reveals a process of transfer occurring on three levels – of place, 

practice, and elements of ritual – such that we can understand the connection between the 

same rite occurring simultaneously in Iraq and, in a modified form, in the diaspora as a 

complex instance of synchronic ritual transfer. 

Transfer of the use of place. Interviewees have emphasized the plans to build a temple on the 

site, and I have pointed to the architectural and aesthetic resemblance of the proposed 

building to temples in the Yezidi villages of Sheikhan. In a sense, this reveals an attempt to 

re-build a place that is familiar to Sheikhani Yezidis. In term of function, however, the place 

would be modified since, in contrast to how these buildings are used in Sheikhan, the temple 

would not be used for pre-burial practices. Interviewees have also indicated that another 

location might be acceptable. This alteration, which I have talked about in terms of 

opportunity structures, constitutes not only a spatial change but also, in separating the temple 

from the cemetery, a modification of ritual practice in contrast to Sheikhan. 

Transfer of ritual practice. Interviewees have repeatedly emphasized the annual celebration of 

Çarşema-sor in their descriptions of the cemetery. This emphasis ascribed to Çarşema-sor 

should be viewed through the prism of Connerton’ argument that communal rituals serve to 

create and maintain the social memory of a community. The celebration of Çarşema-sor can 

be seen as a manner of writing joint memory that ties back to Sheikhan. I have also pointed at 

the relaxation of the prohibition against wearing shoes on cemeteries as an example of ritual 

transfer. While strictly prohibited both in Lalish and on the village cemeteries in Sheikhan, 

this custom has been altered due to weather conditions in Borlänge. Interviewees have talked 

about this “loss of ritual” in an unproblematic manner, which might reflect perceptions of a 

different status ascribed to places in Sheikhan and in Borlänge. 
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Transfer of elements of ritual. The empirical material clearly points at how ritual symbols 

that, drawing on the terminology of Langer, I have described in terms of ritual building 

blocks, are transferred from Sheikhan to Borlänge. I have pointed at the uses of the berat as 

exemplified in the inauguration ceremony of the cemetery, in the funeral ritual, and as a detail 

in Sirwan and his family’s home as a concrete connection between soils. I have also pointed 

at how the symbolism of the Twin Spire is used as a connector between places. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Summary and concluding thoughts 
This thesis set out to examine how the Yezidi cemetery in Borlänge, Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li 

Dalarna, is used by the Yezidi community that lives in the area, and which meanings this site 

is ascribed by individual interviewees. These meanings, understandings and usages have been 

explored in relation to ritual practices and symbolism connected to the Yezidi sacred valley of 

Lalish and the Yezidi villages in the Northern Iraqi region of Sheikhan. I also aimed to 

analyze whether, and how, ritual elements in ceremonies in Lalish and in the Yezidi villages 

in Sheikhan are transferred to Borlänge. 

Taking the analytical and methodological approach to focus on both Sheikhan and Borlänge 

was a way of responding to the close intertwinement between these geographical places that 

became salient during the initial phases of fieldwork. I have drawn on the understandings of 

space presented by Scholl et al (2014) to open up for theoretically and methodologically 

understanding Borlänge and Sheikhan as one coherent field. The empirical material has been 

generated through a triangulation of observations, semi-structured interviews and reading of 

archival material from the Church of Sweden considering the planning process preceding the 

cemetery. Observations and interviews have been conducted both in Borlänge and in 

Sheikhan. 

Scholars have described Yezidi history, religiosity and sense of community as being strongly 

characterized by bonds to specific places and landscapes in Iraq, especially to the Sheikhani 

mountain valley of Lalish. This valley is considered sacred among the Yezidis and it 

constitutes the global Yezidi community’s historical, cultural and geographical epicenter. The 

cemetery sites in the Yezidi villages throughout Sheikhan have also been understood as 

significant sites for performing rituals and ceremonies to create and sustain a sense of shared 

identity within the Yezidi community (Kreyenbroek 1995, Açıkyıldız 2014). I proceeded 

from the assumption that these places bear meaning to the interviewees’ identities as Yezidis 

in some respect; all of them have either spent their childhood and adolescence in these 

environments in Sheikhan, or currently live there. What becomes interesting, then, is whether 

the significance of these places plays out in how a ritualized place, a cemetery, is used and 
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imbued with meaning outside Iraq. Previous research has to a very limited extent elaborated 

on the understandings of place as perceived by individual Yezidis and therefore, the 

interviewees’ individual understandings are placed at the center of this text. 

Continuing from this understanding, I applied theories of space and place from the scholarly 

fields of human, cultural and political geography. This focus on place has been combined with 

ideas of social memory as conveyed and sustained through the performance of communal, 

commemorative, rituals (Connerton ([1989] 2009) and the idea of transfer of ritual (Langer et 

al 2006) - an analytical tool for examining how rituals or elements of rituals are transferred, 

transformed, or re-invented in diaspora. 

The first chapter was opened with a discussion of how the characteristics of Yezidi origins, 

history, society and religiosity – which in many respects bear similarities to the major 

Abrahamic traditions - can be understood and described without drawing on words such 

“syncretism” or “heterodoxy”. Arguments put forth by Larsson, Sorgenfrei & Stockman 

(2017) help us understand how similarities between ethnic and religious traditions that 

originate in the Middle East can be understood as coming from a “joint repertoire” of events, 

narratives and mythology that have shaped religious systems, small and large. To provide the 

reader with an initial understanding of the historical, political, religious and social context the 

interviewees are situated within, this chapter then set focus to Yezidi migration trajectories, 

the Yezidi community’s social and political position in Iraq, and basic societal structures 

surrounding marriage and caste. A description of the events of the 2014 genocide against 

Yezidis in the Iraqi region of Sinjar was also included in this chapter; these events are 

significant because they in many ways shape discourses, perceptions and practices within the 

contemporary Yezidi community, both in Iraq and in diaspora. 

The empirical material has been presented and discussed in chapters four and five. Chapter 

four focused on the interviewees’ practices and discourses relating to Lalish, and aimed to 

familiarize the reader with symbolism and ritual practices from Sheikhan, especially the 

annual pilgrimage, jema’iyye, and the annual celebration of Çarşema-sor. I argued that Lalish 

needs to be understood as a multi-functional arena that serves social as well as ritual purposes 

for the Yezidi community. 
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Chapter five, which is the main empirical and analytical chapter, dealt specifically with 

Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna. I applied the idea of transfer of ritual to identify ways in which 

Sheikhan and Borlänge are connected through the transfer of ritual practice, the transfer of 

the use of place, and the transfer of elements of ritual. 

The ways that the Borlänge Yezidis put the cemetery into use ties into the manner Yezidi 

communal life is practiced in the Sheikhan. In this way, a continuum is created between 

Lalish, the Yezidi Sheikhani villages and Yezidis living in diaspora, where practices and 

places in Sheikhan become constitutive to what takes place in Borlänge on various levels. 

This is most clearly exemplified through the annual celebration of Çarşema-sor, an event that 

all interviewees have emphasized as significant for the maintenance of the community since it 

offers a chance to meet, spend time together and introduce the youngest to central Yezidi 

rituals and aesthetics. The fact that this celebration takes place in the cemetery is partially a 

result of opportunity structures – for now, the community does not have permanent facilities 

that could function as a meeting place in the town center.  

In the celebration of Çarşema-sor, the cemetery site becomes multifunctional in a sense that 

resembles the function of both Lalish and the village cemetery sites; a place where joy and 

mourning and the living and the dead meet in what seems an unproblematic manner. 

Ironically, it is precisely the easy ‘frictionlessness’ of this meeting between the rites of life 

and death that becomes problematic in the context of a Swedish parish cemetery. Even though 

it is well-known that various activities that do not necessarily relate to death occur on 

cemeteries (Kong 1999, Deering 2010, Madrell & Sidaway 2010, Fröhlig 2013), there are, in 

the context of Protestant cemeteries in Sweden, expectations built on notions on how to 

properly pay respect for the dead. Activities that take place in a cemetery should be of a calm, 

meditative and silent nature, expectation that are counteracted through the Çarşema-sor-

festivities. 

Through these parallel levels of simultaneously re-creating, but also modifying, ritual places, 

practices and symbolism, it can be concluded that Zahmanê Êzîdîa Li Dalarna represents a 

closeness and connection to Sheikhan and, through that connection, the past. However, the 

site also implies creating something new, outside Iraq. 
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Suggestions for future research 

This thesis may be seen as a groundwork that prompts further questions on the Yezidi 

diaspora communities, and it has opened questions and discussions that I have deemed to 

large in scope to include here. A number of questions surrounding the Yezidis, both in Iraq 

and in diaspora, are currently set in flux. Some of these issues have been raised in the 

aftermath of the 2014 genocide in Sinjar, and relate to issues of politics, ethnicity and 

prospects for rebuilding a future in Iraq. Others go further back in time and relate to the fact 

that the Yezidi community is becoming increasingly diasporic, but also to the fact that a 

younger generation of Yezidis, both in Iraq and in diaspora, are currently gaining higher 

levels of education. This new generation is eager to define themselves and their own 

narratives in terms of religion, ethnicity and future. Scholars have begun pointing at the 

events of August 2014 as a trigger for negotiations of identity formations and future among 

the Yezidis (Nicolaus & Yuce 2019, Spät 2018) - issues that should be examined in much 

more detail. Another aspect that should be further explored concerns norms of gender, 

sexuality, honour and shame that exist within the Yezidi community. Some interviewees have 

pointed out that long-established ideas surrounding these issues are also changing in the 

aftermath of the 2014-genocide, perspectives that should also be explored much more in 

detail. 
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