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Historical, cultural and linguistic aspects
of Turkic-Iranian contiguity

Lars Johanson

Turkic-Iranian interaction

Turks and Iranians have been interacting for at least one and a half millennia, and
the close contiguity has led to a mutual dependence with profound cultural and lin-
guistic effects. The present volume deals with some aspects of these symbiotic
bonds.

PETER B. GOLDEN sketches the history of what he calls the “uneasy symbiosis of
Turk and Iranian” from the mid-fourth century on, defining a pattern of interaction
that dates back to the earliest known periods of Turkic history. Turkic-speaking
groups were in early contact with the Iranian nomads that dominated the Central
Eurasian and Inner Asian steppes. Already the early Turkic empires were active in
promoting trade and cultural exchange.

The origins of the old Tiirk state is associated with Iranian elements. Its ruling
clan had lived in the Saka and Tokharian regions of East Turkistan and comprised
non-Turkic elements. The Soghdian influence on the state was considerable. The
Soghdians, international merchants of long standing with numerous trading colonies
along the Silk Route, needed the military power of the Tiirks. Soghdian men of com-
merce and diplomacy served as intermediaries in the relations with Iran, Byzantium
and China. The Soghdian language was associated with centers such as Bukhara and
Samarkand and functioned as the lingua franca of the Central Asian Silk Routes. As
the Tiirks advanced westward, they also came into close contact with the Khwar-
ezmians.

The Uyghur state that succeeded the Tiirk Empire was even more closely associ-
ated with Soghdian elements. After the fall of the Uyghur nomadic state many Uy-
ghurs moved to Eastern Turkistan, a predominantly Iranian and Tokharian region,
which now became increasingly Turkicized. The Khazar state, which extended in the
Volga-Caspian-North Caucasian-Pontic area, was subject to important Iranian influ-
ences, its main contact points with the Islamic world being Khwarezm and Iran.

All subsequent Turkic nomadic states employed specialists from the sedentary
realms. The Soghdians and, later on, other Iranians served bureaucratic and diplo-
matic functions in Turkic states in Central Asia and the Near East. All major Islamic
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states led by Turks shared a close symbiosis with the Iranian world. Islam came to
the Turkic peoples in an Iranicized garb. The old Turco-Soghdian symbiosis contin-
ued in Islamic form in the states of the Karakhanids, Ghaznavids, Seljuks, Khwa-
rezmshahs, Ilkhanids, Timurids, Uzbeks, Safavids, Mughals, Ottomans, etc. They all
followed patterns established in Central Asia, a blend of Islamic, Turkic and Iranian
traditions, with a culturally Persianized bilingual ruling elite, a Turkic soldiery and
an Iranian bureaucracy.

Turkic, Iranian and Arabic traditions thus shaped a new culture. The Turks first
became closely acquainted with Persian during the cultural rebirth under the Saman-
ids. In the ninth and tenth century New Persian gave rise to a rich literature. Persian
had a profound impact on the Turkic literary languages. Turkish became the lan-
guage of the Ottoman Empire, but men of culture and learning were expected to
know Arabic and Persian as well. Ottoman Turkish was deeply impacted by borrow-
ings from Persian.

In the course of the long interaction, Turkic groups have borrowed and trans-
formed many elements of Iranian culture. On the other hand, they have steadily as-
similated considerable numbers of Iranians. Most parts of Central Asia have been
overwhelmingly Turkicized. The Turkic and Mongol conquests have advanced the
Turkicization of much of Anatolia and Azerbaijan. In Azerbaijan, older Iranian and
Paleo-Caucasian populations have been largely Turkicized.

PETER ZIEME’s contribution to the present volume is devoted to particular signs
of Iranian-Turkic contacts of the earliest periods: “hybrid” personal names among
the Old Turks and Ancient Uyghurs. These are names consisting of more than one
element, with at least one element of non-Turkic, generally Middle Iranian or New
Persian origin.

While Iranian-Turkic contacts for the earliest period have always been postu-
lated, it is not easy to produce the linguistic evidence for them. As the author re-
marks, the question of language contacts in ancient Central Asia remains, as a
whole, “an open field”. Names may, however, offer important clues for our knowl-
edge of the cultural history of the Turks. When Turks started to use more than one
element in their personal names, they also adopted foreign elements matching their
cultural backgrounds. In the Seljukid world and later, mixtures of Arabic-Persian
and Turkic elements in personal names are frequent and well known. Byzantine
sources contain rich materials on these combinations. The author remarks that the
slow infiltration of Muslim words and names of Arabic-Persian origin must be ex-
amined.

It has recently become possible to study names of Iranians and Turks in Turfan
and Dunhuang on a larger scale, through documents reflecting a Soghdian-Turkic
symbiosis. Some hybrid names have been found among the Soghdians. Middle Iran-
ian Turfan texts exhibit Manichean names that consist of Middle Persian and Old
Turkic elements. The author’s recent investigations into Old Turkic onomastics have
focused partly on hybrid names among the Old Turks and Uyghurs. Some results of
this research are presented here. Most of the texts from which the names and titles
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are extracted may belong to the period of the 10th-11th centuries or later, up to the
13th-14th centuries. In many cases the Turkic name elements themselves, often
titles, are of non-Turkic origin. Zieme deals particularly with names ending in Cor,
sanpun, inal, tegin, yegdn, $axan, etc., and a set of names listed in the Mahrnamag, a
text which is of special interest because of its old age (dated early 9th century).

Literary languages

Several contributions to the present volume deal with the origins, developments and
functions of written literary languages.

BERT G. FRAGNER discusses the functions of New Persian in various phases of
Islamic history up to the 19th century, demonstrating how linguistic data may be
highly relevant for cultural and historical research. New Persian developed from the
8th century on as an independent literary language. Certain scholars have seen this
as an expression of a “Persian renaissance”, a self-confident effort to re-establish the
cultural and political magnificence of the Sasanid Empire.

Fragner takes a different view, based on an interpretation of the actual functions
of the language from its first formative period onwards. With the acceptance of the
cultural hegemony of Islam, New Persian became a complementary language to
Arabic, capable of fulfilling analogous and additional functions. It was the first lan-
guage in history that was successfully made fit for Islam, and it became the “second
language” of Islam. It underwent “semiotic Islamization”, acquiring adequate lin-
guistic resources that were necessary for its use in various social functions and con-
texts in a society characterized by the hegemony of Islam. In a kind of division of
tasks with Arabic, New Persian particularly contributed to historiography, poetry
and epics.

The language spread geographically from the 11th century on and was the me-
dium through which Central Asian Turks became familiar with Islam and urban cul-
ture. New Persian was widely used as a transregional lingua franca, a task for which
it was particularly suitable due to its relatively simple morphological structure. It
developed into a decisive factor for a large region of the Islamic cultural area. With-
in the general cultural framework of Islam, a subsystem emerged which was based
on the strong prestige and the semantic flexibility of New Persian. It was a pre-
modern communicative network that conveyed shared knowledge of epics, poetry
and narrative prose in all geographic parts of its area of validity.

Fragner sketches the spread of New Persian as a hegemonial prestige language in
the world of Islam, e.g. as an administrative language in numerous Turkic states. In
the late Middle Ages, new Islamic literary languages were created on this model: Ot-
toman, Chaghatay and Urdu, which the author regards as “structural daughter lan-



4 Lars Johanson

guages” of New Persian. However, the hegemony of Persian declined in the 19th
century at the latest.

Bo UTAs formulates the question whether New Persian as a written language has
a multiethnic origin. Fragments of Persian poetry found in manuscripts from Turfan
and written in Manichean script show that the conventions of early Classical New
Persian poetry were established and spread over an extended area already around
900.

What was the linguistic background of this development? It has been claimed
that New Persian was born in Eastern Iran through adaptation of the spoken form of
the Sasanian Middle Persian “court language”. It may rather have developed in a
heterogeneous linguistic area as a result of fundamental sociolinguistic changes. It
was brought into use soon after the Islamic conquest by the conglomerate of peoples
that lived together in Eastern Iran and Central Asia. After Soghdian had declined as
a lingua franca due to the advance of Islam, New Persian filled a need for interethnic
communication along the trade routes.

Written New Persian is not the result of the codification of a specific spoken va-
riety. While it is based on some kind of Middle Persian, it is not a direct, linear con-
tinuation of it, but a partly new construction. If its formation took place in Khorasan
and Transoxiana, speakers of many different languages were involved. New Persian
must be regarded as something of a multicultural construction. The author is tempted
to talk of the emergence of a pidgin and its subsequent creolization.

The similarities and differences between Middle Persian and early New Persian
have not been well described. At its first appearance, New Persian shows a vocabu-
lary of mixed origin and simplifications in comparison to its predecessor. It exhibits
a profoundly new structure of the verbal system, essential changes in the nominal
and pronominal system and syntactic differences.

The simplification may have occurred under the influence of other languages, in-
cluding Turkic. The symbiosis between Turkic languages and Persian, which has
continued up to our days, may have started already in that period. A comparative
study of the transition from Middle to New Persian and the development of Turkic
languages in contact with the Iranian milieu from the 6th to the 8th centuries could
shed light on this process.

New Persian may have started as a comparatively “crude” spoken language in a
mixed milieu, but it rather quickly began to develop as a standardized written lan-
guage. It became an important means of communication, to whose development
many peoples, Iranian and non-Iranian, contributed. It had a central function in the
interethnic communications of “greater Iran”, Central Asia, and India, and it contin-
ued to play a dominating role in large parts of Western, Central and Southern Asia
for more than one thousand years.

BARBARA FLEMMING deals with the influence of Persian literature on Turkic lit-
eratures, commenting on the background of the literary tradition. What needs to be
examined, she argues, is how Turkic authors acquired Iranian poetry, what kind of
stylistic and conceptual changes occurred, etc.






