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Abstract

The act of reflecting on the Persian language and its functions is a.relatively recent phenomenon, one
that earlier generations rarely engaged with. This claim is not difficult to substantiate. Until the period of
intellectual awakening in the mid-Qajar era, Iranians seldom wrote about or commented on the Persian
language. The limited evidence of such attention to the language is primarily found in biographical
anthologies. However, from the mid-Qajar period onward, discourse surrounding the Persian language
becomes increasingly prominent, accompanied_by a growing body of literature on the subject.
Interestingly, this shift is marked by a transformation in the‘ideas about the Persian language: earlier
notions such as its supplementary.role or inherent deficiencies gradually give way to assertions of its
sanctity and superiority over other languages. This evolution reflects a significant change in Iranian
perspectives on the Persian language andiits sociocultural functions.

This article examines the evolution of discourse surrounding the Persian language by analyzing literary
and scholarly works from the Safavid era onward—including biographical anthologies, essays, and other
texts. Initially, it identifies the dominant propositions about Persian in each historical period, and
subsequently explores, through:a discourse-analytic lens, the underlying causes of their transformation.
In brief, the shiftiin these propositions and the rupture in how Persian was understood must be traced to
the language’s newly acquired role in the second phase of this trajectory, beginning in the mid-Qajar
period. When faced with the rise of the modern West, Iranians realized they could overcome decline only
by redefining the foundations of their identity. Just as the West had achieved power and stability through
such a transformation, Iranians concluded that they too must abandon their traditional, religion-based
identity and construct a new one—centered not on faith, but on language. This reorientation elevated the
status of Persian and fundamentally altered Iranian attitudes toward it. From this point forward, Persian
was no longer viewed as a marginal supplement to Arabic, but rather as the national language of
Iranians—one that was even imbued with sanctity .
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Language is commonly viewed as a medium of communication; however, its functions extend far beyond
the mere transmission of information. One of its most significant social functions is the construction and
representation of collective identity. This identity-forming role is largely a product of modernity, when
language gradually came to be understood not only as a communicative instrument but also as a defining
marker of national and cultural identity. The historical development of the Persian language reflects this
broader transformation.

Prior to the modern period—approximately the mid-nineteenth century, during the reign.of Naser al-Din
Shah Qajar—Persian was primarily regarded as a means of communication and literary expression. From
the late Qajar period onward, however, it increasingly assumed a new sociopolitical role as one of the
principal foundations of Iranian national identity. Unlike earlier periods, in which the Persian language
attracted relatively little attention as a marker of collective identity, modern intellectual discourse placed
language at the center of debates concerning nationhood, culture, and historical continuity.

This shift is clearly reflected in the writings of influential intellectuals such as Akhundzadeh, Pourdavoud,
Taqgizadeh, and their contemporaries. Their discussions of the Persian language were no longer confined
to its linguistic or literary dimensions; rather, they.emphasized its role in the construction, preservation,
and revitalization of Iranian national identity. Accordingly, language came to be viewed as a symbolic and
ideological resource for defining the nation and distinguishing it from others.

Against this background, the present study investigates the historical transformation in the perceived
function of the Persian language from a predominantly communicative medium to a central component
of Iranian identity. To achieve this objective, the analysis spans the period from the Safavid era to the
reign of Mohammad Réeza Shah Pahlavi. By identifying and comparing statements concerning the Persian
language across these historical periods, the study seeks not only to demonstrate the changing
conceptualization of language but also to explain the historical, political, and intellectual factors that
contributed to this transformation.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical research design based on documentary and library-based
sources. A broadirange of Safavid-era texts, with particular emphasis on tazkiras (biographical
anthologies), were systematically examined to identify prevailing attitudes toward the Persian language.
In addition, the works of modern Iranian intellectuals who explicitly addressed the Persian language as a
subject of scholarly inquiry were analyzed.

The collected materials were subjected to qualitative comparative analysis in order to identify the
dominant conceptions of the Persian language in different historical periods. Particular attention was paid
to the transition from a communicative understanding of language to an identity-oriented one, as well as
to the political, cultural, and intellectual contexts that facilitated this shift. Through this comparative
historical approach, the study aims to provide a more comprehensive explanation of the changing status
and function of the Persian language in the formation of modern Iranian national identity.



Conclusion

Language has traditionally been regarded as a medium for conveying ideas and facilitating
communication. A historical examination of language, however, demonstrates that its functions extend
well beyond its referential and communicative roles. Language also performs important social and
political functions, particularly in the construction and maintenance of collective identity. The historical
development of the Persian language provides a compelling illustration of this broader transformation.

An analysis of the statements and discourses concerning the Persian language over a period of
approximately five centuries—from the Safavid era to the late Pahlavi period—reveals a fundamental shift
in the way Persian was perceived. Until the middle of the Qajar period, dominant views of the Persian
language were characterized by four recurring themes: (1) the superiority of Arabic over Persian; (2) the
perceived inadequacy or limitations of Persian; (3) the complementary relationship between Persian and
Arabic; and (4) in some contexts, the superiority of Hindi over Persian. From the mid-Qajar period onward,
however, these conceptions were replaced by an entirely different set of propositions. Persian came to
be portrayed as (1) superior to other languages, (2) a sacred language, (3) a cultural institution whose
significance could even surpass that of religion, and (4) the principal foundation of Iranian nationhood.

This profound shift in the discourse surrounding the Persian language cannot be understood solely as a
linguistic development; rather, it reflects a broader transformation in the foundations of Iranian collective
identity. Following Iran's encounters and military defeats in the face of the modern West, many Iranian
intellectuals concluded that overcoming political and cultural decline required a reconfiguration of the
country's identity. Observing the role of nationalism in the consolidation of modern European states, they
argued that Iran likewise needed toredefine the basisof its collective identity. Consequently, language
increasingly replaced religion as the primary symbolic foundation upon which a modern conception of the
Iranian nation could be constructed.

Within this new intellectual framework, the Persian language acquired unprecedented cultural and
political significance. It ' was no.longer viewed merely as a literary or communicative medium, nor as
subordinate to Arabic; instead, it came to be regarded as the national language of Iran and the principal
symbol of Iranian identity..In many modern.nationalist writings, Persian was even invested with a quasi-
sacred status, reflecting its .central role in the emerging discourse of Iranian nationalism. The
transformation of attitudes toward the Persian language, therefore, should be understood as part of a
broader process of nation-building and identity reconstruction that accompanied Iran's transition into the
modern era.

Discussion and analysis

Attention to language emerges and expands following the perceived need for a new identity in the
modern era
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