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THE POSITION OF ZAZAKI AMONG WEST IRANIAN LANGUAGES

Ludwig Paul

Zazaki is a West Iranian language spoken by approximately two million people in south-
eastern Anatolia, to the northwest of the Kurdish-speaking regions. Since the beginning of the
twentieth century Zazaki has been accepted by linguists as a language in its own right,! no
longer merely as a Kurdish dialect. Nevertheless until recently the Zaza people were generally
held to be Kurds speaking a special dialect of Kurdish. Due to the oppressive policy of the
Republic of Turkey towards minorities and their languages, until fifteen years ago there existed
practically no indigenous Zazaki written literature, and so no means by which the Zaza people
could find out anything about their own language and cultural identity.2

Only after the military coup d’état of 1980 and the subsequent emigration of Turkish left-
ists, many of them Kurds, to countries of Western Europe publication in Zazaki started in exile
—then still under the label “Kurdish dialect”. In 1984 AYRE (“mill”), the first exclusively
Zazaki journal, was published by the pioneer of Zaza nationalism Ebubekir Pamukcu (d. 1993).
Considered an outsider among the Zaza, or even a “Turkish agent” trying to split off the Zaza
from their Kurdish sister people, Pamukcu finally saw some fruits of his labour when in the
early nineties a stronger awareness of their own cultural identity started to gain a foothold
among the speakers of Zazaki. At present the further development of the Zazaki language and
culture is endangered by the Turkish policy of “purifying” Eastern Anatolia of its indigenous
Kurdish and Zaza population, as well as by the long-standing process of forced and unforced
assimilation (to Turkish and Kurdish). As there is also religious and political discord even
amongst the Zaza themselves, it is far from certain whether the “making of the Zaza nation” will
reach a successful conclusion.

Although the history of Zazaki studies is already 140 years old, we still lack a compre-
hensive grammar of even one of its dialects or a reliable survey of its dialectology.3 During the
last four years I have been preparing my PhD thesis, which is intended to supply this want. In
what follows, I first give an outline of the historical phonology of Zazaki and then sketch a

couple of morphological features—with the aim, in both cases, of determining more precisely

1 See O. Mann, Mundarten der Zaza, hauptsdchlich aus Siwerek und Kor (Kurdisch-Persische Forsch-
ungen I11/4, ed. K. Hadank, Berlin 1932), p. 18.

2 “Zaza” denotes the people, “Zazaki” their language. There are other names for this language used by its
speakers, e.g. “Dimli” or “zong ma” (lit. “our language™), but “Zazaki” seems to have gained widest acceptance
in scientific publications.

3 The nearest thing to a comprehensive grammar of a single Zazaki dialect published so far is T. L. Todd’s
A Grammar of Dimili (also known as Zaza) (Ann Arbor 1985).
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than has been done hitherto the position of Zazaki among the West Iranian languages and dia-
lects. First attempts at achieving this aim have recently been made by Vahman and Asatrian.*
The West Iranian languages and dialects are generally divided into a Southern and a
Northern group. Already in the Old Iranian period the sound-system of Old Persian (OP), the
language of the Royal Achaemenian Court centered in southern Iran, showed specific historical
changes opposing it to the more conservative Avestan language (Av.) spoken at about the same
time. In the Middle Iranian period this division became more distinct as Middle Persian (MP),
the successor to Old Persian spoken in southern Iran, showed further sound changes not
shared by Parthian (Pth.), a still comparatively conservative language of northern Iran. Most of
the dialectal distinctions attested in Old and Middle West Iranian, and some more in addition,
are found in modern West Iranian languages and dialects as well. Although there are a couple
of well-defined phonetic laws separating the southwest from the northwest, it must be said that
there is, at all historical stages, a varying amount of interdialectal borrowing which blurs the
picture; furthermore, due to migrations in all periods, the SW/NW distinction does not for all
languages coincide with the geographical reality of today.5 One major aim of this paper is to
show that the NW/SW distinction is not clear-cut, but should rather be explained in terms of
gradation, with each language attributed a position on a scale ranging from the “most north-
western” to the “most southwestern”. To facilitate comprehension of this study, a simplified list
of the most important West Iranian languages and dialect groups is given below, together with

a sketch-map indicating their geographical location (fig. 1 opposite):6

4 F. Vahman and G. S. Asatrian, Gleanings from Zaza vocabulary, Iranica Varia, Papers in honor of
Ehsan Yarshater (Acta Iranica 30, Leiden 1990), 267-75; and G. S. Asatrian, ESCe raz o meste Zaza v sisteme
iranskyx jazykov, Patma-banasirakan handés 1990/4, 154-63.

5 E.g. “northwestern” Balii&i is spoken in the SE, but “southwestern” [N.}-Tat1 in the NW.

6 The NW/SW dichotomy is also a simplification (and will be questioned below). The dialect grouping
followed here corresponds in general to that proposed by P. Lecoq in his articles dealing with NWIr. dialects in
R. Schmitt (ed.), Compendium Linguarum Iranicarum (Wiesbaden 1989) (= CLI). Some of the dialect group-
ings are more or less geographical and by no means uniform (esp. the CD); nevertheless this grouping seems to
be a justifiable compromise for the moment.

The linguistic material concerning the modern dialects in this paper is mainly (unless otherwise stated)
taken from the following sources. Caspian: M. Payande-Langeriidi, Farhang-e Gil va Daylam (Tehran 1987);
Semnani: A. Christensen, Contributions a la dialectologie iranienne 11 (Copenhagen 1935); H. Homadoxt,
Gityes-e Aftart (Tehran 1992); Central Dialects: A. Christensen, Contributions a la dialectologie iranienne [I]
(Copenhagen 1930); O. Mann, Die Mundarten von Khunsar, Mahallat, Natinz, Nayin, Sdmndn, Sivdnd und
S6-Kohriid (Kurdisch-Persische Forschungen III/1, ed. K. Hadank, Berlin 1926); M. Mogaddam, Gityeshd-ye
Vafs va Astiyan va Tafre§ (Teheran 1949); Talesi: B. V. Miller, Talysskij jazyk (Moscow 1953); L. A. Pirejko,
Taly$sko-russkij slovar’ (Moscow 1976); G. Lazard, Le dialecte Tale§1 de Masiile (Gilan), StIr 7/ii (1978), 251-
68; Azari: E. Yarshater, A grammar of Southern Tati dialects (The Hague 1969); Y. Zoka, GityeS-e Keringan
(Tehran 1954) and Giiyes-e Galin-qaya (“Harzandi”) (Tehran 1957); Zazaki: from my forthcoming PhD
thesis; Gorani: D. N. MacKenzie, The dialect of Awroman (Copenhagen 1966); Kurdish: id., Kurdish dialect
studies 1 (London 1961).
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SW NW
Persian Caspian (Gilaki, Mazandarani)
Lari/Baskardi Semnani (with adjacent dialects: Sangesari etc.)
Fars dialects Central dialects (CD)
Lori-Baxtiyari Talesi (Tal.)
(Northern) Tatt Azari (i.e. STati, Harzandi, Keringani etc.)
Zazaki (Zaz.)
Gorani (Gor.)
Baliici (Bal.)
Kurdish (Kd.)

A glance at the oldest stratum of NW/SW-isoglosses attested already in Old Iranian shows
unequivocally that Zazaki belongs to the NW group (which indeed has never been contested):

IE (Indo-European) *k/*g >NW s/z, SW 6 (> k) / d, cf.

Zaz. des “10” ~ Av. dasa, OP (in Elam.) *da6a (> MP dah)
Zaz. zan- “to know” ~ Av. -zan-, OP dand-

IE *kw/*gw > NW sp/zb, SW s/z, cf.

Zaz. (dial. of Kulp) espe “dog’? ~ “Median” spaka, OP *saka- (> MP sag),

Zaz. ziwan “tongue” ~ Av. hizuua-, OP hizan-
IE *tr/*tl > NW 6r (> hr), SW ¢ (> 5), cf.
Zaz. hire (< *h[i]r€) “3” ~ Av. @ritiia-, OP ¢itiya-, both “3rd”

However not all languages figuring as NW in the lists given above behave in a straight-
forwardly “northwestern” way for all three phonetic changes. MacKenzie has shown that both
Kurdish and Baludi, although basically NW, regularly show the SW change *#r/*1l > 5.8

Coming now to the NW/SW-isoglosses attested in Middle Western Iranian but not yet in
Old Iranian, the following four changes further confirm the NW character of Zazaki:

IE *d(hjw- > NW b-, SW d- (Av. and OP still dv-), cf.
Zaz. ké-ber “(house-)door” ~ Pth. bar, MP dar

7 Unless otherwise stated, “Zazaki” means the dialects of Cermik-Siverek throughout this study. In most
Zaz. dialects (except Kulp) “dog” = kutik; Kd. seg; in most other NW dialects isbe or the like.

8 Bal. pusag “son” < *pu@ra-ka-, NKd. xwds “barefoot” ~ Av. x*d.aofra- “having one’s own footwear”
(MacKenzie, The origins of Kurdish, TPS 1961, 68-86, pp. 76f.; cf. Zaz. werwdy, Gor. wirwa, both with the
same metathesis < *wawir < *xwd@*ura-). Here words other than the numeral for “3” have been chosen, as this
has been borrowed by many NW dialects from Persian, i.e. in a SW form, e.g. Kd. sé “3”; CD (Kahaki) se “3”,

but pir “son” < *puhr < *pubra-; Casp. (Gil.) se “3”, and even pasar “son”, but ddra “sickle” < *dabra-.
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IE *-tw- > NW -f-/-w-, SW -h- (Av. -68-, OP -6v-), cf.

Zaz. fewres “forty” ~ Pth. *¢afarst, MP Zehel®
IE *k(+)pal > NW (j>) Z, SW z10 (Av., OP &), cf.

Zaz. joy “from/of him/her”!! ~ Pth. aZ, MP az “from”
IE *g(«)(h)pal > NW (f >) £, SW z (Av., OP J), cf.

Zaz. jin-ék “woman” ~ Pth. Zan, MP zan

Zaz. arjan “cheap” ~ Pth. arZan, MP arzan

-

As in the case of *tr/*tl > s (see above), Kurdish and, maybe, BalG¢i are the only NW
dialects which show the SW development *d(h)w- > d-.12 For *k(*)palf*g(u)(h)p2l > NW (j >)
#, SW z (where Kd. and Bal. show NW Z), Zazaki (with the affricate j) seems to have
preserved a phonetically older stage of development than does Parthian with the fricative Z.
However, j and # seem to be distributed at random among the NW dialects.!3

When we come to the next sound change, the situation becomes a little more complicated:

IE *y- > NW y-, SW j- (Av., OP y-), cf.

Zaz. jiya “separate” ~ Pth. yus, MP jud(ag)

Zaz. jow “barley” ~ (Av. yauua-), MP jaw

Zaz. j(uw)da-merd'4 “young man”  ~ Pth. yuwdn, MP juwan, both “young”

Zazaki has SW j-, while Gorani, Azari (Ker.) and sporadically some Central Dialects
(Sivandi, Vafsi, Na’ini) have, like Parthian, kept original y-. Even if Azari might be deleted
from the list, as its initial y- could be the result of a secondary change (f > y as in yan “woman”,

9 The Pth. word occurs only once (cfr(s){t, M 4912 v 4) and is only partly legible, but -f- is certain; cf.
also Av. ¢a@fara.sat-. The Zaz. numeral “four”, ¢ihdr, is apparently a SW borrowing, but Gorani and Azarl
(Cali), both ¢udr, have preserved traces of the Olr. labial w. Pth. -f- and (modern dialects) -u-/-w- seem to be
independent developments of *-tw-.

10 Except in anlaut, where both NW and SW have kept ¢.

1 In some Cermik-Siverek dialects, joy occurs in certain expressions such as gandé joy “therefore”,
apparently deriving from a combination of *hac¢d (whence MP az and Pth. a%) with some form of the demon-
strative *awa- (possibly a generalized descendant of the genitive *awahya). In other dialects, the combination
of *hac¢d with *awa- has built (or retained) a more complete paradigm denoting some (mostly genitivic)
“oblique” functions of the third person pronoun, e.g. in Egil:yé/ja/jéni (“‘of him/her/them”) (in Piran, *¢ > £ in:
ZeylZalZint).

12 Professor Elfenbein (private communication) kindly informs me that, while most Bal. dialects have d-
in dar *door” and digar “other” (both borrowed from Persian?), in EHB dialects there occurs a poetical ipti,
probably from *dwitiya- (cf. Pth. bid “other”).

13 Some Semn. and Central dialects have j-; Casp. (Gil.) medially -j- (j2 “from” < *haca), but in anlaut z-
(zan- “to beat” < *jan-); Az. (Ker., but not STati) regularly 7, but in anlaut y- < j- (yan “woman”, yare “to
beat”).

14 Some Alevi (i.. northern) dialects of Zazaki have Juwamérd, all others jamérd.
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see above), and although it cannot be ruled out that Zazaki has borrowed all these words with
initial j-, Zazaki here seems to be opposed to (NW) Parthian, Gorani and Azari. In the next

isogloss:

IE *sw- > NW wx- (> w-), SW xw- (> x[w]-) (Av. huu-, x*-, OP *uv-), cf.

Zaz. wer- “to eat” ~ Pth. wxar-, MP xwar-,

the actual pronunciation of Pth. wx- is not clear; rather than [wx] it was probably pronounced
as “devoiced w”, like e.g. wh- in early m(ldem English.15 If we take some combination of w
and h as a NW starting-point, two different NW developments seem to have taken place: the
deletion of the labial element w, leading to Az./Tal. A- (har- “to eat”), or the deletion of the
aspirate, yielding w- or v- (Zaz. wer-, Gor. war-, Bal. var-).16 Both developments seem to be
equally “far away” from the SW development to x(w)-.

The development of OlIr. *rd and *rz is more difficult to understand than any of the sound-
changes considered so far, and maybe cannot yet be reduced to a common denominator from
the linguistic material available.!7 For the two well-known examples *zrd- “heart” and Vhrz “to
let, allow” in Pth. and MP, Pth. has (as usual) preserved the Olr. consonants, while MP has

changed both *rd and *rz to simple I:

OIr. *-rd/f*-rz (< IE *-rd(h), *-ld(h) | *-rg(h), *-Ig(h)) > NW -r&/-rz, SW -1, cf.
Pth. ziré “heart” ~MP dil (Av. zarad-)
Pth. hirz- “to let, allow” ~ MP hil- (Av. horaz-)

Looking at rd not in the zero-grade (with IE vocalic r) but in the guna-grade complicates
the picture. Pth., together with Manichaean MP, shows simple r as against Zoroastrian MP /,
and both Pth. and MP lengthen the short a (perhaps as compensation for the lost d):18

Olr. *rd > NW r, SW r/l (Man./Zor.), cf.

Pth. arag “side” ~ MP (Man./Zor.) drag/alag (Av. arada-)
InscrPth. sarar “leader” ~MP (M./Z.) sarar/salar (*sara-ddra-)
Pth. war- “to grow, rejoice”!9 ~MP (ML./Z.) war-/wal- (\/w_rd)

15 See MacKenzie, Notes on the transcription of Pahlavi, BSOAS 30 (1967),.17-29, p. 26 n. 29.

L6 In some isolated Central dialects, e.g. SivandT and Xari, *xw- has yielded f- (X1./S1. fin “blood”, far-
“to eat”) (P. Lecoq, Le dialecte de Sivand, Wiesbaden 1979; B. Farahvasi, VaZename-ye Xiiri, Tehran 2535).

17 See already MacKenzie, “The origins of Kurdish”, p. 77: “The outcome of the groups rd and rz in the
various non-Persian dialects is far from certain, words having been borrowed in every direction”.

18 Cf. already H. Reichelt, Iranisch, Grundrif3 der indogermanischen Sprach- und Altertumskunde, 11: Die
Erforschung der indogermanischen Sprachen, 1V/2 (Berlin-Leipzig 1927), 1-84, p. 59.

19 1t is hardly possible to interpret all these Pth. forms as Persian loans. Another prominent r//-case
without an attested Pth. equivalent (but with NW equivalents in modern dialects, see below) is the word for
“year”, MP (M./Z.) sar/sal (Av. sarad-).
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A case “in between” is the word for “rose”, showing guna-grade in Pth., but zero-grade in MP:

Pth. war “flower” (< *warda-) ~MP (Z.) gul (< *wrda-)

In modern Iranian, the distinction between zero-grade and guna-grade has disappeared.
Only the NW languages Zazaki, Gorani, Azarl and Tales1 show clearly regular “northern”

developments of rd and rz (which in the case of rd means the loss of d):

Az./Tal. Zaz. Gor. Semnani CKurd.20 Pers.
Olr. *rd r T Lr(D) 1 1 1
OlIr. *rz 1z 1Z )z 1 ¢ 1

Examples (borrowings are indicated by a following +):

rd

“heart” del+/dil+21  zem zil, dil+ del dil+ del
“year” sor (< *sar)  sefi sal sal sat 3122

rz

“high” belant+/barz  berz barz boland bilind boland
“spleen” /siparz serpez (*-perz) sipit+ seperz+ sipit seporz+23
“to let, allow” harz-/? erz-24 az- -hl- hel- hel-

In all Az., Tal., Zaz. and Gor. *rd is reduced to r, in the case of Zazaki alone to a strong
“trilled” 7 phonologically different from plain r. In Zaz., unlike Az. and Tal., the change of *rd
to 7 causes no compensatory lengthening of a (as can be seen in the forms for “year”). In Az.,
Tal. and Zaz. *rz remains unchanged, as basically in Gor., which however in some words
shows velarized f beside r as outcome of *rd.

In the other NW dialects some sound-changes are difficult to account for, e.g. Balua¢i burz
“high” but il- “to let”. Dialects of the Semnani group have rz in some words (Semn. seperz
could be a Pers. loan) but / in others, such as the verbs “to rub” (mail-) and “to let, allow” (-hl-),
which are unlikely to be loans.25 The Kurdish “NW” examples here are few and, as it has been

20 In NKurd. 7 is replaced by /, in some CKurd. dialects (e.g. in Arbil) by r.

21 Del must be a SW loan in view of d < *g/(h) (see above). Gor. has zit (beside dif) “heart”, but preverb
hur- (~ Av. aradva-), see MacKenzie, “The origins of Kurdish”, g7 77.

22 The word for “rose” quoted above provides no isogloss here, as all NW dialects have borrowed SW
forms in -//-# (Az./Tal. vel/gul, Zaz. vil(ik), Gor. wili, Semn. vel, gol, Kd. gut; note the forms with w-/v-
borrowed before the SW change w- > g-!). The Iranian word for “rose”, in its still earlier (or NW) form ward,
was borrowed by Armenian and Arabic as well.

23 This is a NW loan, but cf. ZorMP spul “id.”.

24 Zaz. erz- [change of meaning] > “to throw”; Gor. d@z- with loss of r before z as in mdz “spine” < *marz.

25 SangesarT alone has -rz- in hdrz- “to let” against all other Semn. dialects. Amongst other things (e.g. §

as outcome of IE *tr/*tl), this led P. Lecoq (Le classement des langues indo-aryennes occidentales, in C.-H. de
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shown that Kurdish has undergone considerable substratum influence by Gorani, can probably
be explained as loans.26 The majority of the CD (left out above) seem to have regular / from
both rd and rz, but the most northern group of CD around Vafs, inclining towards the Azari
group, might be an exception.?’ Altogether it might be concluded that the “NW”” outcomes of
*rdf*rz in all these dialects—except Sangesari, some northern CD and maybe Balagi28—could
be due to loans and that these dialect groups do not regularly share the NW developments of
*rdf*rz.

The isoglosses considered so far may conveniently—and in a simplified form, without
question marks—be summarizgd in the following diagram (where it should be noted that the

isoglosses are not in the same order as introduced above):

IE Pth. Gor. Az. Zaz. Tal Semn. Casp. CD Bal. Kd. Pers.
kg sfz sz sfz sfz sz s/z s/z sfz sfz sfz |h/d
*k(jpal % 3 = 3 % gz 5 jEz 4 % |
*g(u)(n)p % z Z(y) j z o j@) jiz z z
kw29 ? sip isb  esp asb esp s esb |? $ $
*trf*t] hr (yax (Wr (h)r h(*r)30 (hr r T s s s
*d(h)w b b b b b b b b d?) d d

(OIr.) *rd/*rz t(®)/rz Yrfz thz Thz 1tz Wz) Y WNez) N 1t 1

*sw wX w h w h x(u) x(u) x@)f v x(w) x(u)
*tw f u u w h h h h(u) h h h
*y- y- oy oy | F ¥ J FoO - K

Fouchécour and P. Gignoux (ed.), Etudes irano-aryennes offertes a Gilbert Lazard, Paris 1989, 247-64) to
detach Sangesari from the rest of the Semnani dialects.

26 Thus G. Asatrian and V. Liv§ic, Origine du systéme consonantique de la langue Kurde, Acta Kurdica 1
(1994), pp. 971.

27 B.g. Vafsi esbeza, Adtiyani esbarz, both “spleen” (Moqaddam, Giiyeshd ..., p. 32).

28 professor Elfenbein, who kindly provided me with more examples of *rd/*rz in Bal., e.g. zirdé
(poetical, as against colloquial dil) “heart”, barzi “saddle-bag” (cf. Av. barazi§- “cushion”), but pulang (<

X7

*prda-) “mountain cat”, ispulk “spleen”, favours rz as the “true Balti¢1” development of *rz.

29 *g’(h)w is absent from this list, as its SW outcome without -w- is attested only in Old Persian (hizdn-
or hazdn-); the modern dialects all showing the NW form zabdn, zuwan or the like, it provides no isogloss.
The k- of Xurl hezun (Farahvaii, VaZename-ye Xiiri, p. 1) seems to be prothetic, from *ezwan, rather than
etymological.

30 In the Tale3T dialects of today, the word for “three” is se. Miller, Taly3skij jazyk, p. 228, however

quotes (from an early work of de Morgan) hai “three”, which can be explained as *hrai.



