
Editorial Comments on Kaveh Farrokh’s “Case of Historical Misconceptions” and 
Critical Responses

Thank you, Evan. I agree with a large number of your comments about Akinji and Mulla 
Nasreddin .... But I do not see much contradiction in the author’s statements about the 
language of the Caucasian Albania/Arran. He refers to many sources which mention the 
difference in the origin (i.e. the Median vs. the Caucasian Lezgic) origin of the two region. I 
personally do not hold these views, because even in classical times we have had Iranic 
speaking Talysh and Tats in the Caucasus, while the Udins (=Albanians) where Christians 
and spoke a Lezgic language. Then in the post-Islamic times, we had the process of 
Persification, all around the Islamic world. Only after the 12th-century arrival of the Seljuqs 
did the Turkification start. The Turkification proceeded through the Aq Quyunlu and Qara 
Quyunlu tribes."

Incidentally, there are plenty of references to Arran in the post-Antique sources. After the 
16th century, however, Arran is only referred to one area, while such names as Shirvan and 
Qarabagh gained currency for the whole area in question.

Although not called “Azeris” in olden times, the Shi‘ite Muslim Turkic-speaking people of the 
South Caucasus were culturally similar to Azerbaijanis in Iran and belonged similarly to the 
Iranian civilizational realm. 

Azerbaijanis are Iranian in all aspects. Iran has begun two times from Azerbaijan (the 
Median and Safavid empires). That area has always been the Iranian coreland and most 
important social and political movements were initiated there. "In all cultural aspects the 
Azerbaijanis are Iranian, similar to other ethnic groups in Iran. They, indeed, speak an Oghuz 
Turkic language, full of Persian words, but language is not a criterion of ‘Iranianess’. Iran is a 
multilingual country. Persian serves as its lingua franca and the main literary language, and 
Azerbaijanis have contributed to the Persian literature as well as most other ethnic groups of 
Iran.

Also the Turkic-speaking Shi‘ite people of the South Caucasus were part and parcel of the 
mainstream Iranian nation before their incorporation into the Tsarist Russian Empire, the 
same way other ethnic groups were. Even after their incorporation into the Russian empire 
they remained active in the Iranian social and political movements.

- Babak Rezvani, Main editor

Author’s Reactions to Critical Responses and Editorial Comments

Thank you indeed gentlemen for sharing with me your expertise, guidance and perspective. 
These form an integral part of the learning process and I greatly benefit from this.""I was 
hoping to share a couple of points which may be of interest.
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Identity and the role of the Persian Language in the Caucasus and Azerbaijan 

Like much of Iran, the Trans-Caucasus was far from being a monolithic ethnic entity but 
instead (in this case), having been a confluence (or meeting ground) of (for the main part) of 
local, Iranic and Turkic arrivals. In the overall sense, these processes were apparent in the 
Transcaucasian Khanates:"by the stabilization of Safavid rule especially, the region was (pre-
dominantly) Shi‘ite, Turkic-speaking (this became stronger in my view especially after the 
wholesale arrival of the Qizilbash Turkmen Sufi followers into Iran when Shah Ismail came 
to power). Persian was also a strong literary vernacular, which in combination with the 
Shi‘ite faith, served as bonds to the Iranian realms, with the Turkic language also becoming a 
significant element of the myriad of dialects and languages; Turkic or Turkish-speaking were 
to remain very important in the political, cultural and linguistic developments within Iran 
and the Transcaucasus.

The Persian language was also characterized by a strong presence in Azerbaijan and the 
Transcaucasus, even after the Seljuk and Il-Khanid arrivals. The Nozhat ol Majales was a 
major document attesting to history of Persian legacy in" Azarbaijan and Caucasus long after 
the Seljuk and Mongol arrivals. The book preserved for posterity during 14th century"(circa 
July 1331) through efforts of Ismail b. Esfandiyar b. Mohammad b. Esfandiar Abhari. This 
Contains Persian language works of at least 115 poets from Iran’s Azarbaijan province and 
eastern Caucasus (esp. Shirvan, Arran, Ganja). This is a compilation of 4,100 quatrains 
organized in 17 chapters. Ganja for example, is represented by 24 Persian poets with other 
Persian poets from Caucasus, including for example Bakhtiar Shirvani. Many of Persian-
language Caucasian poets were women including Dokhtar-e-Salar and Razziye Ganjai.

There are also very rare quatrains from Iranian savants and famous Persian poets such as: Ibn 
Sina (Avicenna), Fakhreddin Asad Gorgani and Nezami Ganjavi; there are also references to 
Fariborz III Shirvanshah of Caucasus and Seljuq rulers.

Unlike many other parts of Greater Iran, most Caucasian poets originated from regular 
working class, not from elite courts. This appears to suggest:

1)"Persian was a common language of ordinary people in Caucasus and Azarbaijan before 
gradual"linguistic Turkification of the region.

2)"Persian was not simply a language confined to select elites in Caucasus and Azarbaijan.

3)"Persian was"a popular language of the mainstream populace.

"There is also evidence for the continuation of other Iranian languages in Azerbaijan, such 
as"Fahlavi"(Pahlavi or Middle Persian based–Fahlavi = Arab pronunciation of Pahlavi). This 
existed as late as the mid 1400s in Iranian Azerbaijan (see Taazolli, Encyclopedia Iranica). 
There is also Pahlavi, which was a main vernacular in Maragheh in 1200s at height of Ilkhanid 
rule. Hamdollah Mostofi (1281-1346 CE; author of “Nozhat ol Gholoob”) reports of "Pahlavi 
Mughayr" (modified Pahlavi), which was predominant language of Maragheh. There are also 
reports of"Tabrizi"(a west-Iranic language).
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The safineye Tabriz written in the 1400s and compiled in Tabrizi suggest the existence of 
Iranian languages in cities such as Tabriz for at least four centuries after Seljuk Turk arrivals.

The Peeters Map: This was drafted by a high-ranking (albeit retired) member of the US 
military. Had this map been drawn by a person of lesser importance, then of course it would 
be of far less consequence. The fact that such a high ranking military person would have this 
published in a major western outlet deserves mention. The concept of the map is nothing 
new and may be traced to Professor Bernard Lewis and even as far back as the 1905 Anglo-
Russian accord. The drafting of maps by Western and/or European powers to partition the 
country is a matter of great study by Iranian academia in particular, the articles of Dr. Jalal 
Matini (editor of Iranshenasi journal) for example, being one example. Iran as a state has 
already witnessed the loss of much of its territories to (form) other countries such as 
Afghanistan in the 19th-century as well as modern-day Republic of Azerbaijan for example. 
The article has already provided references to official support provided by various political 
establishments for separatist organizations.

Akinci and Mulla Nasrredin:"Professor Siegel’s"explanations (whom I deeply respect for his 
expertise) may indeed be meritorious, as my main basis for the thrust of these publications 
has been Zenkowski, who describes these as anti-Persian. I am also aware of Akhund-zadeh’s 
pro (pre-Islamic era) Persian sympathies (indeed this was a mainstay of later Iranian 
nationalism), but he was also very highly critical of the Shi‘ite clergy and did mention that 
contemporary Persian literature was decadent. My impression of Akhund-zadeh was that he 
had been ambivalent towards Iran: he admired ancient Persia which he identified with, but 
was not of the same persuasion when it came to contemporary Shi‘ite theologians—as these 
were associated with the Persian language, this factor may have contributed to the 
association of Mullahs with the Persian language, especially after Akhund-Zadeh."  I remain 
very open to Professor Siegel’s knowledge and suggestions in this domain.

- Prof. Kaveh Farrokh (Iranian and Persian history), University of British Columbia

NB: do you have any comments on Kaveh Farrokh’s article and/or the critical responses? 
Please send these to europeanreview@gmail.com, or post these on http://
www.europeanreview.webs.com. 

Some of these comments the Editorial Board may publish as Critical Responses (maximum 
3,000 words) in the next issue of the journal.
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