Introduction

More than two thousand years ago, the complex grammar of the ancient
Persian language was drastically simplified within five generations, coin-
ciding precisely with the period when the kings of the Persian people ruled
the Achaemenian Empire — the largest empire ever created until that time,
reaching from southern Egypt to Central Asia, from the shores of south-
eastern Europe to the Indus." This book explains that correlation: how
Persian imperialism two and a half thousand years ago, unprecedented in
scale, triggered sudden grammatical effects that are still evident in the
modern Persian language today. The Persian language was morphologic-
ally reduced and restructured as a regular and even predictable result of the

' Itis often remarked that the Achaemenian Persian Empire was imperial on a scale far greater than that
of any prior empire. “World empire,” a nonanalytical category, has often been invoked to convey the
idea that the Persian dominion was unprecedented in scale. The concept of world empire derives
from the exegesis of the second, Aramaic, chapter of the Book of Daniel and ancient Christian
chronography. The term entered secular historiography by the nineteenth century. The
Achaemenian state was characterized as a Weltreich already by the geographer Carl Zimmermann
(1842: 1, “Das Persische, das erste sogenannte Weltreich”) and was described likewise by two of the
first European specialists in Iranian studies, Friedrich von Spiegel (1871-1878: 1.1) and Ferdinand Justi
(1879: 1). It was adopted in the early twentieth century in Iran: e.g., in 1933, Hasan Pirniya, a former
prime minister of the Qajars, calls it nuxustin dawlat-i jahini, “the first world empire,” which he
glosses in French as “empire mondiale,” indicating the expression’s novelty and foreign origin with
the need for explanation in Persian at the time (Pirniya 1933: 1.2). More recent examples will show
that versions of this expression continue unabated: Schmitt 1983: “a multinational empire without
precedent — a first world-empire of historical importance, since it embraced all previous civilized
states of the ancient Near East.” Dandamaev 1989: xi: “It was the first world power in history.” Briant
2005: 12: “the first ancient world empire.” Brosius 2006: 1: “The Persians were the first monarchy to
create a world empire which included most territories of the known ancient world.” Kuhrt 2007: 1:
“The Achaemenid empire is the earliest and largest of the known ‘world empires.”” Daryaee 2008: 1:
“Achaemenid Persians . . . created the first true world empire.” Wiesehéfer 2009: 66: “the largest of all
ancient Near Eastern ‘world empires.”” Shahbazi 2011: 120: “the Persian state was the first ‘world
empire.” Others paraphrase, avoiding the problematic expression: Llewellyn-Jones 2013: 75: “the
biggest Empire the ancient world had seen.” Waters 2014: xix: “the empire they forged represented
something new in its scope and in its durative power,” (2014: 1) “unprecedented in world history.”
Khatchadourian 2016: xxxi: “the largest polity the world had ever known.” Llewellyn-Jones 2022: s:
“history’s first great superpower.”
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2 Introduction

demographic upheaval created by the Persian Empire itself. This insight
prompts, in turn, meaningful revisions to the currently dominant histor-
ical narrative about ancient Persian imperial society and the ruling class of
this paradigmatic empire of antiquity. The new patterns of relationships
instigated by the mighty empire fostered an unplanned domestic imperial
melting pot hitherto scarcely detected and understood by modern
historians.

Old Persian, Middle Persian, New Persian

Specifically, this book investigates the first of the two transitions in the
history of Persian, from the oldest attested stage of Persian, called Old
Persian, to the subsequent stage, called Middle Persian. A word about these
designations is in order. Scholars have a convention for designating stages
of evolution in the history of a language by the terms Old, Middle, and
New. We have, for example, the Old English of Beowulf, the Middle
English of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and the New English still used
today. The separate stages are, to a degree, artificial categories in that each
stage is changing and dynamic in itself. There is dialectal, chronological,
and regional variation within each stage. Shakespeare’s New English is not
the same as my own New English, nor is my American New English quite
the same as that of my colleagues from London. Within London itself one
can hear different varieties of English. Although these chronological dis-
tinctions are therefore conventional and admit much variation, linguists
have sound criteria, based primarily on the grammar of English, for the
division of such broad historical phases of the language. The grammar of
the language in each of these three different stages is distinctly different
enough from that of the others that they each can be described by separate
synchronic grammars.”

The same convention — Old, Middle, New — is used for the historical
stages of the Persian language, a usage nearly two hundred years old.” Old
Persian is attested in the royal inscriptions of the Achaemenid Persian
dynasty, which ruled their extensive empire from the sixth to the fourth
centuries BCE. It was written in a simple cuneiform script specially designed

* On the appropriateness and simultaneous fuzziness of the tripartite chronological classification of
English, see Lass 2000.

? This classification of Iranic languages into Old, Middle, and New stages began with the coining of
the term Iranic (or “Iranian”) languages itself (Lassen 1836: 181-185). See further van Bladel 2024: 3—4.
On the continuing suitability of these three chronological designations for the Iranic languages, see
Korn 2017: 609 Sr.1.
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Hypotheses about the “Simple” Persian Language 3

to express it. Middle Persian, attested in inscriptions from the first century
BCE onward, was used by the Persian kings of the Sasanid dynasty from the
third to the seventh centuries CE and, until today, as a literary language of
the Zoroastrian religion.* It was written in a much-adapted variety of the
Aramaic script. The third stage, New Persian, first appears in records of the
ninth and tenth centuries in Central Asia after the Muslim colonization of
that region. It was written predominanty, though not exclusively, in
a variety of the Arabic script, as it still is today, and it is spoken today in
mutually intelligible varieties in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan, and the Republic of Tajikistan (where it is written in
the Cyrillic script). As with the conventional terms for the stages of English,
each designated historical stage of Persian is artificial to the extent that it
exhibits dialectal, chronological, and regional variations, but there are clear
criteria for dividing each stage from the others. Middle Persian is different
from Old Persian in specific, essential features of its grammar, and so is New
Persian from Middle Persian. It has long been evident to scholars that Old
Persian became Middle Persian or something close to it — using these terms
in the general, imperfectly analytical ways just explained — already by the
time Alexander of Macedon launched his invasion of the Persian Empire in
334 BCE. This book explains why the Persian language changed so rapidly
and permanently by that time.

Hypotheses about the “Simple” Persian Language

The Persian language today is renowned as having a “simple” grammar.
That is, when compared to other formerly or currently widespread lan-
guages, such as Arabic or Russian or ancient Greek, it has a simple
morphology. This means it is minimally inflected: there are few changeable
forms of words to express grammatical relations between words to make
cogent sentences. This makes it easier for adults to learn.’ In respect to its
inflectional simplicity, Persian today is like English, a comparison often
casually drawn over recent centuries. For example, the British orientalist
William Jones (1746-1794) wrote in his widely read grammar of Persian for
English-speakers, “The reader will soon perceive with pleasure a great
resemblance between the Persian and English languages, in the facility

* Middle Persian is often known popularly as Pahlavi. This designation rests on an old error: Pahlavi
meant Parthian not Persian.
> This point is elaborated in Chapter 2.
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4 Introduction

and simplicity of their form and construction.”® The Swiss philologist
Franz Misteli (1841-1903) compared English and Persian grammar closely
in his volume of 1893 on linguistic typology.” He held that “historical
development” of a nation changes its language, and the more removed
a people is from engaging in “history,” the more its language remains the
same. He posited that Persian and English both similarly lost the ancient
inflection of their common ancestor due to parallel circumstances (which
he did not specify further).® Edwin Lee Johnson (1874-1947), author of an
Old Persian grammar, wrote that “The relation of the New to the Ancient
Persian presents something of a parallel to the relation of Modern English
to Anglo-Saxon, in that an analytical language has been developed from
one highly inflectional.” Even without a comparison to modern English,
the relative simplicity of New Persian grammar was noticed by many
others, too. Meerza Mohammad Ibraheem (circa 1800-1857), Professor of
Arabic and Persian Languages at the East India College near London,
wrote in 1841 that Persian grammar was “easy and simple.” Three hun-
dred years earlier, the blind Egyptian Arab physician Dawid of Antioch (d.
1599) wanted, as a young man, to learn Persian; his foreign teacher told him
that Persian “is easy for anybody, my son,” and he offered to teach him rare
knowledge of ancient Greek, which hardly anybody there knew, instead.”
The Prussian philosopher Friedrich Engels (1820-1895), an educated non-
specialist, wrote to Karl Marx that the acquisition of Persian grammar was
“child’s play” compared to the grammar of Arabic."”

¢ Jones 1809: 17.

7 Misteli 1893: 597-608. Misteli published the comparison of the two languages earlier (1891), without
drawing inferences about the reasons for their similarity.

% Misteli 1893: 488-489. His example of a relatively unchanged Indo-European language is
Lithuanian, the implication being that Lithuanians did not undergo “historical development” so
that their language remained closer to the Indo-European ancestor. The real effective factors behind
Misteli’s observation about Lithuanian will become evident in this book.

° Johnson 1917: 44.

' Anonymous 1857: 69. Ibraheem (spelled elsewhere as Ibrahim) was for fifteen years a Persian
language instructor for lads destined to serve in the East India Company. He returned to Persia
in 1844 and lived there until his death in 1857 after having served as a tutor to the future Qajar shah
Nasir al-Din (Fisher 2001).
Identical passages preserved by al-Muhibbi (1966: 2.141.16-19); al-Taluwi (1983: 2.36.10-13). fa-
lamma akmaltu (scil. logic, mathematics, and natural science) $ra’abbat nafsi li-ta alllumi I-lugati
[-Farsiyati fa-qala ya bunayya innaha sablatun li-kulli apadin lakinni ufiduka I-lugata l-yinaniyata fa-
inni la a'lamu l-ana “ald waghi l-ardi man ya ‘rifuba gayri fa-abadtubi ‘anhu wa-and bi-hamdi llahi
l-ana fihd huwa id dika. The teacher was evidently quite unfamiliar with European scholarship on
Greek in his time. Thanks to Ghayde Ghraowi for indicating the passage.

In Marx and Engels 1983: 341 (letter dated June 6, 1853): “I am put off by Arabic, partly by my inborn

hatred of Semitic languages, partly by the impossibility of getting anywhere, without considerable

time, in so extensive a language . .. By comparison, Persian is absolute child’s play.”
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Hypotheses about the “Simple” Persian Language 5

What is not widely known today is that Persian acquired most of its relative
simplicity of inflection more than two thousand years ago, already at the stage
of Middle Persian. As Walter Henning (1908-1967), a preeminent specialist in
Iranic languages, noted in 1958, “With respect to morphology, ‘Proto-Iranic’
was comparable to Sanskrit or Greek, whereas Western Middle Iranic [includ-
ing Middle Persian] is on a par with English.”” But when the Persian language
was first written in ancient inscriptions of the late sixth century BCE, its
morphology was still quite complex. The Old Persian of that early time still
had a highly inflected grammar with very many unpredictable word forms
that learners needed to use to express themselves competently with native
speakers. While not quite as ornately inflected as Old Avestan — an archaic
Iranic cousin preserved only in a small, fixed corpus of ancient liturgical texts,
maintained over centuries by daily priestly recitation — Old Persian was indeed
more like ancient Greek or Sanskrit in its morphology. Middle Persian, by
contrast, while not as simple in its inflections as New Persian, was already
nearly so, as has been observed by Persian specialists."*

It may seem bold to claim that the creation of a vast empire triggered the
restructuring of the very grammar of the language of its ruling elite. In fact,
the claim, which this book verifies, was first articulated with respect to
Persian by others as hints or suggestions, but it has never been systematic-
ally explained and defended, nor have the extraordinary implications of the
claim been drawn out. Persian and Iranic language specialists such as
Meillet (1866-1936)," Szemerényi (1913-1996),"® and Utas"” have intuited
a connection between population contact and the reduction of Persian
morphology, but they neither had the linguistic models available now nor
did they provide sufficient evidence to support their tentative suggestions.
The tendency in Persian studies generally, moreover, has been to focus on
morphological simplicity in the evolution of New Persian, not Old or
Middle Persian. The one concerted case to explain the reduction of

“ Henning 1958: 89: “dem Formenschatze nach war das ‘Uriranische’ dem Sanskrit oder dem
Griechischen vergleichbar, wihrend das Mittelwestiranische etwa auf einer Stufe mit dem
Englischen steht.”

' Johnson 1917: 44: “In its grammatical forms and its phonology, Pahlavi [Middle Persian] is much
nearer to the Modern Persian than to the Ancient Persian.” Lazard 1975: 596: “Phonetically and
grammatically, the degree of evolution from Old Persian to Middle Persian is considerable, the
differences being comparable with the differences between Latin and French, for example. On the
other hand New Persian remains in many respects quite close to Middle Persian.” Utas 2013: 251: “At
first glance, the differences between Middle and New Persian may appear considerable, but a closer
look reveals that they are surprisingly few.” Fattori 2022a: 35: “Middle Persian and New Persian are
almost identical from the morpho-phonological point of view (loss of ancient inflectional endings,
no distinction of case and gender etc.).”

5 Meillet 1912: 150-151.  *® Szemérenyi 1980. 7 Utas 2006.
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6 Introduction

Persian inflectional morphology in antiquity was made by a nonspecialist in
Persian. Linguist John McWhorter’s book Language Interrupted (2007), on
grammatical reduction through mass nonnative acquisition, has a chapter on
Persian, along with other chapters diagnosing the problem for other lan-
guages that have undergone similar grammatical restructuring, including
English, Mandarin, and Malay.” That book is the most important ante-
cedent of the present one. Although I differ with his linguistic theory in some
important details, I argue in what follows that McWhorter’s insight about
the history of Persian is basically correct. Nevertheless, his chapter on Persian
does not provide convincing historical contextualization for his arguments
using primary sources, a minimum requirement for its use by historians. He
likewise does not isolate the transitions from Old to Middle to New Persian
clearly enough. To be fair, he addresses his fellow linguists who have largely
synchronic concerns, not ancient historians or philologists, and his argument
aims at general linguistic phenomena applicable to modern languages, for
which Persian, like English, is merely one important example. McWhorter’s
tentative historical-contextual explanations about Persian are speculative,
based partly on outdated surveys of Achaemenian history rather than pri-
mary sources, and are in some respects clearly mistaken. Yet McWhorter
made a breakthrough, neglected by both linguists and historians, which
deserves recognition and further development.”

What is required to explain this formative period in the linguistic history
of Persian for historians and philologists is not just to explain the linguistic-
historical model of analysis employed here, but also to combine relevant
primary sources with that model, to demonstrate the relationship of the
requisite social conditions with the grammatical change connected with
the linguistic model. It is not so simple as saying that the Persian language
“became imperial,” as Meillet intuited. The cause and the explanation are
both much more complicated than that. The outcome here is that the
application of new linguistic research demonstrates social facts about the
ruling class of one of the most important ancient empires. This book
bridges ancient history and linguistics in a new way beneficial to both
areas of research.

® McWhorter 2007: 138-164.

" As far as I have seen, only Nicholas Ostler’s book about the future of English as a lingua franca has
followed McWhorter’s case about Persian (2010: 65—92), but there it is digested for a popular
audience interested in the future status of English and the phenomenon of the lingua franca, rather
than advancing the case about Persian per se.
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Linguistic History and Historical Linguistics 7
Linguistic History and Historical Linguistics

Since its nineteenth-century inception, it is the field of historical linguistics
that has largely controlled discussions of language change over long
periods. Historical linguistic research is built on the extraordinary discov-
ery that when languages change, they change according to regular patterns
that can be expressed as systematic rules, sometimes even construed as laws
of alanguage’s development. These are especially discernible in phonology,
the system of a language’s sounds.”® This discovery enabled scholars to
establish the relationships of languages to one another through clinching
demonstration, to elucidate the histories of words systematically, to infer
prehistoric cultural facts with high confidence, and to describe scientific-
ally change in languages over time.” It prepared the way for the modern
understanding of the nature of language itself and for the scholarly trend of
structuralism and its aftermath, effects far beyond linguistics.”* The valid
and time-tested methods of historical linguistics have offered and continue
to offer sensational discoveries. But historical linguistics is founded on
description, not explanation with respect to human context. At its core,
historical linguistics entails describing two historical stages of a language;
the systematic changes required for the prior stage to reach the latter stage
are discerned and defined through the accumulation of examples and
counterexamples; then these changes are named and described with special
terminology as regular processes. The results can be tested and refined. The
comparative method of historical linguistics, as successful as it is, does not
tell us much, however, about why languages change as they do and when
they do or how individuals and groups of speakers came to speak differ-
ently. It does not address the diffusion of sound changes through
a population of speakers of a language who adopt those changes. It cannot
address the social context of language change, just as it cannot easily
address the physiology of voice production. Other methods are required
for such questions. Despite some exceptions, conventional historical lin-
guistics, by its methods, must largely treat languages as objects apart from
society.” It is historians who are best able to narrate that social context.
That said, the comparative method of historical linguistics does what it is
supposed to do very well.

** Ringe and Eska 2013: 78-151; Hock 2021: 38—59. On the history of this development, see Morpurgo
Davies 1998: 171-174, 226—278.

* Ringe and Eska 2013: 228-280; Hock 2021: 763—904.  ** Benes 2008.

» Ringe and Eska (2013) are notable for their effort to integrate variationist linguistics and language
contact into the field of historical linguistics.
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8 Introduction

Although it is informed by historical linguistics from beginning to
end, this book is not a work of historical linguistics in the sense just
described. “We have to forget what it means to be historical linguists
and become instead linguistic historians,”** as Terry Crowley (1953—
2005) remarked in his careful history of the genesis of Bislama,
a modern creole derived from English that became the national
language of the Pacific Island nation of Vanuatu. The present book
represents a project somewhat more like that one. Without forgetting
historical linguistics, it comprises linguistic history. In no way is this
intended as a corrective to the fundamentally sound methods of
comparative historical linguistics, which I wholeheartedly endorse
and continue to teach to my own students. Rather, it is complemen-
tary with those methods. It also participates in fields of linguistics
concerned with language as a social medium in that it is premised on
the “conviction” articulated by Thomason and Kaufman “that the
history of a language is a function of the history of its speakers, and
not an independent phenomenon that can be thoroughly studied
without reference to the social context in which it is embedded.”*
As Croft puts it, “Languages don’t change; people change language
through their actions.”® Although historical linguistic research pro-
vides necessary components of the present argument, it is already well
established — many obscure details notwithstanding — that Old
Persian and Middle Persian are different, how they are different,
and which sounds and grammatical systems changed to which in the
transition. I am therefore not outlining yet again how Old Persian and
Middle Persian are formally different in a comprehensive way, nor do
I seek to provide detailed grammatical descriptions of those differ-
ences. Such works, including grammars of the ancient stages of
Persian, already exist in abundance and are mentioned throughout
the notes and bibliography.”” I have chosen not to include extensive
comprehensive charts to illustrate Persian morphology at different
stages of the language’s history for this reason. I do not offer an
explanation here in terms of language structure, such as we have
already. My goal here is rather to explain why ancient Persian became
so strikingly different from its immediate Old Persian antecedent and
from its contemporary Indo-European relatives. The answer I propose

* Crowley 1990: 33.  ** Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 4. > Croft 2000: 4.
*7 Maggi and Orsatti (2018) provide a useful concise overview of the entire history of the grammar of
Persian.
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More about Linguistic History 9

is functional, meaning that it examines language change from the
point of view of people’s efforts at communication. It has more to
do with demography and social contact between groups speaking
different languages than anything else. This necessitates not
a comprehensive outline of ancient Persian phonology and morph-
ology, but rather employing tested models correlating language
change with patterns of population contact. The latter is primarily
a historical, not a linguistic, topic.

The metaphor of a novel may work here. One can analyze the structure
and contents of a novel and their variations over different editions without
knowing much about the author’s life or the readers of the novel. Such an
analysis is valid within those constraints. That said, understanding the life
and experiences of the author, and the historical context of a novel’s
authorship and readership and dissemination and reception will augment
one’s understanding of the novel in other ways that do not necessarily
invalidate a structural analysis. If the ancient Persian language were a novel,
this book analyses aspects of the lives of its authors that helped determine
the novel’s form.

More about Linguistic History

“Linguistic history” is not a rare expression in scholarship, but only
limited attempts have been made to carve out a distinct domain for it
as contrasted with historical linguistics, the latter of which is defined
by its own rigorous methods.”® A survey of books with “linguistic
history” in their titles shows that they do quite different things.
Although some studies and books already bear the designation of
linguistic history, the term has seldom been clarified. I venture here
to define linguistic history in a way that may be useful to others who
undertake similar projects. I also wish to distinguish it from different
but closely related kinds of investigation. Readers who want to get to
the matter of this book without lingering on fine methodological
distinctions may skip ahead.

*# See, e.g., Malkiel 1953; De Mauro 1970. Burke (2004: 2—3) writes of a “social history of language,”
with goals similar to but distinct from those pursued here, focusing instead on “the place of language
in expressing or constructing a variety of relationships” of social order, relative status, and the like.
Linguistic history and the social history of language are both varieties of history that concern
languages together with an account of the people who use them; in that respect they resemble each
other closely.
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10 Introduction

One might think linguistic history could simply be the history of
a language — but that is quite insufficient. Languages exist solely as learned
systems of communication between people: adults and children, individ-
uals and groups. Language is not an abstract entity possessing disembodied
independence. Unlike speakers, languages are objects of history without
agency, not subjects. Therefore, linguistic history must be the history of
languages told through the history of their speakers as far as their languages
are concerned. It cannot treat languages effectively apart from speakers, nor
can it ignore the grammatical and lexical facts of their languages. Just as
cultural history is impossible without the history of people interacting with
the world around them, linguistic history is impossible without the history
of speakers and writers.

This has consequences. For example, it is not valid, from the strictest
point of view of linguistic history, to speak of the “spread” of a language, as
historians and others often do casually. Rather than “spread,” what occurs
is the adoption of a language by new speakers, children or adults, and
sometimes the shift of a population from one language to another via
a stage of bilingualism. Likewise, it is not languages that move into new
countries. A language’s speakers are the ones who move. Persian did not
“spread,” but ancient Persians conquered others who had to interact with
them, so some of them then learned Persian. This distinction may not
matter in casual narration, but it matters greatly in linguistic-historical
analysis. Furthermore, languages do not interact with each other and come
into contact as autonomous entities; rather, people may use more than one
language in the same life, or in the same situation, often leading to
circumstances in which features are transferred from one language to
another by bilingual individuals. In linguistic history people do things;
languages do not. This must be a fundamental criterion of linguistic
history, and its observance will help to avoid serious mistakes.

The foregoing, along with the rest of this book, may be enough to
convey my intention with the expression linguistic history, but there are
useful specific distinctions to be made with necessarily related fields.
Linguistic history, because it concerns languages, must be informed by
linguistics whenever that is relevant and possible. Linguistic history is
especially closely connected with three kinds of linguistics, as the subfields
are now divided: historical linguistics, sociolinguistics, and contact linguis-
tics. It deals with some of the same problems as each of these three fields,
but it is also distinct from them in its means and aims.

As already discussed, historical linguistics accounts for regular patterns
of language change, mostly descriptively, and its primary tool has been the
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More about Linguistic History 11

comparative method. For this reason, it has also been called comparative
linguistics. Historical linguistics is diachronic by definition, producing an
outline narrative of changes in the constitution and features of individual
languages and reconstructed protolanguages. Because its explanations are
structural, historical linguistics does not inherently need an account of the
history of the speakers of a language. Normally, historical linguistics takes
the grammars and lexica of languages and their components, and not their
speakers, as its objects. Remarkably, the methods of historical linguistics
work very well that way for its own purposes, but the relationship between
social change and grammatical change — one of the subjects of this book — is
thereby neglected.

Sociolinguistics, a newer field, attends to human relationships and
society and their consequences for language.” It arose partly in reaction
to the explanatory limitations of historical linguistics just described. In
practice, sociolinguistics is more typically concerned with behaviors of
speech, and directly observable social linguistic behaviors especially. For
example, it studies language variation conditioned by social factors such as
class, gender, age, place of residence, attitudes toward specific languages, or
the linguistic expression of solidarity with reference groups through pro-
nunciation and usage. Such phenomena can be studied live, in process,
documented in recordings and discovered through interviews. To focus on
the study of social variation and social cues and signification in living
speech is to emphasize current phenomena in a relatively short scale of
time, ignoring bygone societies. The methodological emphasis on directly
observable social linguistic behavior explains why sociolinguistics tends not
to be extensively diachronic, although any study of change is inherently
historical at least on a short time scale. There is, however, a younger and
lively subfield of historical sociolinguistics, also called sociohistorical lin-
guistics. It is essentially the attempt to conduct the same kinds of sociolin-
guistic analysis used for present societies on linguistic usage of bygone
societies. It therefore relies on written records. It continually confronts the
problem that written texts do not offer the same possibilities for investiga-
tion of social factors in language use as living observable communities do,
a problem philologists deal with constantly and effectively.’®

* Coupland and Jaworski 2009.

 See generally the useful volume of Herndndez-Campoy and Conde-Silvestre (2012), who make it
clear in their introduction that the goal there is a more diachronic sociolinguistics and only
incidentally history. In the same volume, Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg (2012) usefully
outline the history of historical sociolinguistics and try to relate it to other subfields of inquiry. As
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12 Introduction

Contact linguistics, another young subfield, is concerned with what
happens to languages when they are used in the same place at the same
time. Contact linguistics is therefore also concerned with human relation-
ships in a secondary way, but the primary goal of this research is to
understand linguistic effects between languages simultaneously in use in
the same situation, not human relationships or societies themselves. It s, in
effect, an approach to language change between languages not accounted
for by the methods of comparative historical linguistics. That said, the
designation “contact linguistics,” referring to “language contact,” is tech-
nically sloppy, for a reason already mentioned: languages mostly “contact”
each other in the brains and behaviors of multlingual individuals.”
Research in this area continues to yield important new results, mostly
focused on recent times, although a growing number of philologists have
been taking the findings of contact linguistics into consideration in their
accounts of ancient languages.

These three fruitful kinds of linguistics are primarily concerned not with
history at large but with specific aspects of language and the nature of
language itself. That is because they are parts of linguistics. They stand
somewhat autonomously as subfields because of their respective successes.
Although linguistic history is related to all these important concerns, its
goal is history, relating the history of people with that of their particular
languages and vice versa, not with language as a general phenomenon.
Linguistic history does have the potential to inform the study of language
as such, and it will do so with well-documented instances and examples.
Likewise, it will benefit from the models and methods of general

they write (2012: 32), “[the ]ack of linguistic materials from the more distant past and the mode of
preservation of extant sources severely limit the historical sociolinguist’s research agenda: the spoken
language and para- and nonverbal information central to much of interactional and ethnographic
research is simply not available.” A conspicuous number of the major works of historical sociolin-
guistics concern the diachronic dialectology of English over the last several centuries, for which
records are relatively abundant. The early landmark of sociohistorical linguistics, with its heavily
articulated theoretical struggles, is Romaine’s book of 1982, a work on Middle Scots Anglic. She
argues (1982: 13) rightly that “synchronic sociolinguistic findings” are “relevant to diachronic
problems.”

Matras 2009: 3: “‘Contact’ is, of course, a metaphor: language ‘systems’ do not genuinely touch or
even influence each other. The relevant locus of contact is the language processing apparatus of the
individual multilingual speaker and the employment of this apparatus in communicative inter-
action. It is therefore the multilingual speaker’s interaction and the factors and motivations that
shape it that deserve our attention in the study of language contact.” Hock 2021: 631: “while it is
convenient to speak of ‘language contact,” actual contact does not take place between languages, but
between their speakers.”
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More about Linguistic History 13

linguistics.”* Linguistic history is like historical linguistics in its extensive
diachrony, but unlike it in that it is rooted in the history of the speakers of
a language, without which a language cannot exist or undergo change. In
its focus on speakers and their relationships, linguistic history resembles
sociolinguistics, but it is far more extensive in its diachrony. It necessitates
the study of language contact, but its primary goal is not to discover
universals of linguistic phenomena.

To summarize, linguistic history calls for explanatory pluralism but it
stands on its own. It is like historical linguistics in studying language
change over time, although it is different from it in addressing social
change and the history of speakers simultaneously and inseparably from
language change. It is also like sociolinguistics in that it attends to human
relationships and society and their consequences for languages, but it is
unlike sociolinguistics in using eclectic methods to access the speech and
language use of speakers long gone and in its extensive diachrony. It
participates in contact linguistics in studying bilingual and multilingual
individuals and societies, as well as the linguistic effects due to such
situations, but it is concerned with all aspects of linguistic diachrony, not
with contact alone. Like all but the most recent history, linguistic history
largely depends on written records of languages of the past before audio
recordings of speech existed, commonly available only for about a century
now. Therefore, philology in every sense of the term must be the primary
methodological basis of linguistic history. This kind of linguistic history
may even be considered a new branch of philology. Philology itself is not
unitary; it is an umbrella term. Sometimes the name refers to textual
criticism and the preparation of texts for publication and study, without
which sound records for the study of language over long periods are
unavailable. Sometimes it refers to comparative-historical linguistics itself,
which is necessary to understand change in languages. Most broadly, it
refers to the historical-contextual study of written texts, refusing to treat
texts as abstracted objects lacking a contextual world that produced and
preserved them. Linguistic history needs all other kinds of philology
because these methods give the best access to premodern languages and
speech before audio recordings. In this it is the same as historical linguis-
tics. As Labov quipped, historical linguistics “can be thought of as the art of
making the best use of bad data,” bad in the sense that these data are
obtained not from living subjects whose living behavior is directly

?* See Haspelmath 2021 on the distinction between general linguistics and the study of particular
languages, and the cooperation necessary between these two related endeavors.
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4 Introduction

observable and through scientific methods of sampling, but through the
vagaries of the preservation of the media of writing across the vicissitudes of
time.” Linguistic history is in the same situation. The combination
of philological methods makes the best use of such data. The power of
linguistic history is due to reliably tested correspondences, one of the bases
of all science: it can diagnose social history through historical linguistic
data while it can also diagnose linguistic change through historical social
data. (This will be explained in Chapter 2.) It does so with the models of
various subfields of linguistics, at least a dose of sociology, and the methods
of history and philology.

Because it necessitates explanatory pluralism, it is not always necessary to
demarcate linguistic history very sharply from these other kinds of linguistic
research. It participates in them, and those kinds of linguistic research do
sometimes contribute directly to history. The goal of linguistic history is to
produce specific histories of languages in terms of the histories of their
speakers, not to address universals and general tendencies — although it
should contribute to the latter and it can benefit from them, too. The
linguistic history offered here, as the reader will see, is of a specific kind.
While enjoying the valuable proceeds of various kinds of linguistics, this
book adds new methods and models for understanding language change in
history as a function of changes in human society affecting their linguistic
relationships. It relates language change over a long period to social, political,
and economic change, and vice versa.

Last, linguistic history should avoid propagating myths about particular
languages and about language in general. Linguistic history must histori-
cize. Because language ideologies rely on tendentious historicization, lin-
guistic historians must be conscious of these pitfalls and try to avoid
them.** Linguistic history should contribute rather to the demythologiza-
tion of languages and the critical analysis of the stories told about languages
invented by the people who speak them for their own ends.

Terminology

This project uses distinct terms deliberately in specific ways. The Persian
language is one of a subgroup within the Indo-European language family
commonly called Iranian in English. I refer to these languages rather by the
term [ranic to distinguish the languages, spoken over millennia in many

3 Labov 1994—2010: r.11. ~ ** Milroy 2002; Watts 2011.
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Terminology Is

countries and regions, from the modern nation of Iran, its Iranian people,
and Iranian culture. The term Iranic is not new and offers clear advantages
for discussions of the languages involved.” It aligns with the English terms
used in adjacent fields: English is a Germanic language, not a German
language; Uzbek is a Turkic language, not a Turkish language; Sinhala is an
Indic language, not an Indian language. The different English adjectives
help to keep the different kinds of phenomena clearly distinct, and they
contribute to holding some ideological tendencies at bay.

When Christian Lassen, followed by other nineteenth-century linguists,
identified the Iranic languages as a group with common features and
designated them as such (iranisch in German), he was drawing on the
ancient endonym of the speakers of the Iranic languages, Arya (Old Persian
ariya), the keyword in the etymology of the name Iran.’® Lassen rightly
distinguished the Iranic languages as a group specifically distinct from their
cousin Indic languages of India, the speakers of which were also known as
Arya. He called the Iranic languages iranisch without concern about
confusion with the name of a modern state, because what we call Iran
today was generally known as Persia in nineteenth-century Europe.
Linguists of that time, however, assumed that the history of a language
and its speakers was also a racial or national history. A language corres-
ponded with a nation, one to one, it was assumed, and the speakers of
a group of related languages constituted one race. In this connection, the
idea of a distinct “Iranian people” who constituted or were a part of an
“Aryan race” developed.’”

Only in 1934-1935 did the government of King Reza Pahlavi request that
foreign states refer to his country as Iran rather than Persia, a controversial
decision at the time.* The tendency thereafter was to connect the modern
nation of Iran to a whole family of languages and to call all their ancient
speakers “ancient Iranians” regardless of the land in which they lived, the
specific language they spoke, or their different cultures. The “Iranian”
languages were then more easily appropriated as an entire group for the
nonlinguistic purposes of Iranian nationalism and for the modern idea of
a distinct Iranian race of the Aryan “whites” of Asia. These conceptions left
an imprint within Iranian studies still noticeable today, seldom addressed

? Iranic was used, e.g., by Windfuhr (1979) and Perry (1998: 517). See further van Bladel 2024: 3-6.

3¢ Lassen 1836: 105.

%7 Already Lassen (1836: 183) refers to “the national development of the Iranian peoples” (“die nationale
Entwickelung der Iranischen Vélker”).

3% Yarshater 1989.
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16 Introduction

directly.”” As is well known, the term Aryan was furthermore appropriated
for other political purposes and given almost irrevocable new moral con-
notations by the National Socialists of Germany and their Third Reich, as
well as by some Iranian nationalists.** Suffice it to say that the term
“Aryan” now bears such inappropriate signification for the study of the
ancient Persian Empire and other Persian-led polities of the past that its use
should be discontinued for this purpose. When there is so much ideo-
logical baggage relevant to modern history but not to ancient history, it is
necessary to parse the terms carefully. Ancient Persians like King Darius
I called themselves Arya in their own language in a context having little to
do with the modern term Aryan as it is used in English. By deliberately
reverting to the ancient adjective Arya (without the English suffix -n),
I employ the term with its ancient use. Therefore, I write occasionally
about Arya languages and Arya people, which is, in effect, a shorthand way
to say Iranic-language-speaking peoples — without referring to “Aryans”
racialized in modern ways. In this context, it should be clear that I am not
referring to the speakers of Indic languages who designated themselves
Arya, either. The term Arya has the further small advantage of avoiding
confusion with the Christian “Arian heresy” of the bishop Arius (d. 336),
another homophone apt to trip up the unwary. Those more accustomed to
discussing “ancient Iranians” and “Aryans” will easily understand my
purposefully modified usage of terms.

The Old and Middle Iranic languages, all of which are first attested
before the advent of Islam, are conventionally regarded as belonging to
“ancient Iran.” The title of this book uses that convention to describe Old
and Middle Persian together as Ancient Persian.

I use the words Achaemenids and Sasanids to refer to the members of
their respective dynasties, the kings themselves and their descendants,
treating the word ending -id as referring to the descendants of an individ-
ual. I use the words Achaemenian and Sasanian, with the more general
adjectival suffix, to refer to things pertaining to their states, the people they
ruled, and their cultures. For example, Xerxes was an Achaemenid, his
empire Achaemenian.

I refer to this work as linguistic history. The adjective from that is
linguistic-historical.

%9 See Zia-Ebrahimi 2016 for aspects of this that are relevant here. Maghbouleh (2017) provides lively
examples of recent complications in the lives of Iranian Americans owing to the myth of the Aryan
race.

*® On modern Iranian nationalism in this area of historiography, see further Zia-Ebrahimi 2011 and
Motadel 2013.
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Plan of the Book 17
Plan of the Book

Chapter 1 introduces the linguistic phenomena exhibited by the Old
Persian corpus of texts. It presents and summarizes what is well known
to specialists but not widely known to ancient historians generally, and it
introduces the major standing problem to be investigated here: how the
ancient Persian language was drastically restructured within several gener-
ations. Chapter 2 lays out the linguistic-historical model that can explain
the phenomena in a new way. In this long chapter I have synthesized that
model, and the theory it represents, from various subfields of linguistics.
The most important contributing subfield is contact linguistics, the branch
of linguistics that addresses how the languages that people speak change
when people acquire new languages under different circumstances and
when they use more than one language in the same place. Modern cases of
language restructuring are introduced to illustrate potential comparanda
with Persian and for the use of other linguistic historians. Chapter 3 applies
the linguistic model of Chapter 2 to the problem introduced in Chapter 1.
It provides necessary historical contextualization to make sense of the data.
This chapter takes a new look at long-known sources in Greek, Old
Persian, Elamite, and other languages, and to a very limited extent also
material culture preserved through archaeological research, to explain the
linguistic history of Persian in this ancient period. It makes clear how the
linguistic model presented in Chapter 2 applies to the Persian language in
the time of the Achaemenian Empire and it addresses counterarguments.
Chapter 4, the last, expands that application to other Iranic languages and
to the historical context on a larger scale. It buttresses the findings of
Chapter 3 by broadening the scope of the investigation, showing that
Persian was not the only Iranic language affected by the social changes
induced by the empire of the Achaemenid kings. The Conclusion sum-
marizes the findings of this research and considers its ramifications.

The original plan of this book included a second, larger part concerning
the genesis of New Persian and its evolution from Middle Persian. The
social factors that conditioned the genesis of New Persian from Middle
Persian are similar in some ways, but different in other, critical ways, to the
factors that created Middle Persian from Old Persian. The origins of New
Persian are also much better documented than those of Middle Persian,
but the social history discernible from richer sources is correspondingly
more complicated to analyze and to discuss. Together, the two parts of the
original project grew too large to be accommodated in a single volume for
today’s readers and the preferences of today’s presses. Although they both
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18 Introduction

deal with the linguistic history of Persian using the same methods, they also
deal with events separated by many centuries. They rely on different
corpora of sources, written in different languages. For these reasons, and
with the advice of various publishers who considered the project at its
largest, I decided to separate them into two books. The second book,
analyzing the evolution of New Persian, will appear in due course.
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