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We usually talk about the endurance of Persian in the vocabulary of resistance: a language that stood firm against invasions, preserved itself, and refused to let others destroy it. It is a comforting story, but the history of the language itself is more complicated. Persian did not survive because it stayed untouched, closed its doors, or kept its distance from the world. It survived because it changed again and again without losing the ability to reproduce itself. The secret of its endurance may lie not in stillness, but in its power to recreate itself.




Survival Through Change

Persian is one of the few Iranian languages documented in all three of its periods—Old, Middle, and New: from the Achaemenid rock inscriptions, to Middle Persian texts of the Sasanian era, and then to New Persian. Yet this was not the path of a frozen language. Its script, vocabulary, grammatical structures, geographic reach, and functions changed many times. The passage from Middle to New Persian, too, was less a sudden break than a gradual historical process. Persian did not die in order to be reborn; it changed, and it went on.

The significance of this becomes clearer when Persian is set beside some of its historical relatives. Sogdian was once one of the major languages of trade and communication in Central Asia, with a strong written tradition, but it gradually lost its historical standing; today Yaghnobi can be seen as a survivor of that linguistic tradition. Khwarezmian, Bactrian, and Parthian, too, for all the texts they left behind, dropped out of history’s main stage.

Continuity, then, was not the inevitable fate of every Iranian language. Persian endured, but not simply because it resisted. One of the most important mechanisms of its continuity was its ability to make change part of its own survival.




It Absorbed, and It Recreated

After the Islamic conquest, Persian entered a world in which Arabic was the language of religion, of learning, and of much of the administration. Persian adopted the Arabic script, and a great many words and concepts entered it by that route. If purity were the condition of a language’s health and endurance, this period should have marked the beginning of Persian’s decline. The result was different.

Persian took the script and adapted it to its own needs, adding letters such as p, ch, zh, and g. It took words, but its verbal system and much of its grammatical structure remained Persian. It took concepts, but brought them into its own literary and intellectual system and reformulated them.

The issue was never that nothing should come in from outside; the issue was what order the outside element would be placed in once it arrived. Persian borrowed from the world, but borrowing did not necessarily cost it its productive power. This is where strict linguistic purism runs into a historical question: if purity is the condition of a language’s endurance, how has a language that borrowed so much continued for more than a thousand years? Persian did not survive through absolute purity. It survived through its capacity to absorb and recreate.




It Expressed a New Faith in Its Own Language

Another decisive turning point was that Persian did not set Islam against itself in order to go on living. In the early centuries of the Islamic era, history and Qur’anic commentary—and later mysticism, philosophy, and science—found their way into Persian. Tabari’s History entered Persian through Bal‘ami’s rendering, and Avicenna wrote part of his philosophical thought in Persian in the Danishnama-yi ‘Ala’i. The consequence was of great importance: taking part in the Islamic world did not necessarily mean giving up Persian.

Nor did Persian have to eliminate Arabic in order to prove itself. Instead of an all-or-nothing war, it built new domains for itself. Arabic could remain the privileged language of much religious and scientific learning while Persian, at the same time, extended its reach in literature, history, administration, politics, and thought. A living language does not merely fend off its rival; it creates new functions for itself.




From the Language of a People to the Language of a World

But perhaps the most important transformation came when Persian moved beyond being the language of a single people or a single state. The Ghaznavids and Seljuks were Turks, and many later dynasties did not regard Persian as their mother tongue either; nevertheless, Persian became the language of the court, the chancery, literature, and culture across much of that same world. On the Indian subcontinent it spread so widely that for centuries it was one of the principal languages of administration, education, and culture across large parts of India, and only in the nineteenth century, following the language policies of British rule, did its position gradually change.

Persian was no longer only the language of those who spoke it at home; others learned it in order to enter a cultural world. And out of this expansion another important feature took shape: Persian did not depend on a single center.

Bukhara, Samarkand, Ghazni, Herat, Konya, Tabriz, Delhi, Lahore, Isfahan, and Shiraz each became, at some point in history, a major center of Persian language and culture. If one capital fell, the language could continue in another. If a dynasty was swept away, the cultural network did not necessarily vanish with it. Scholars later adopted the term Persianate to describe parts of this cultural world.

The strength of Persian lay not only in the number of its speakers, but also in the number of connections it could make. Perhaps this very polycentrism was one of the great secrets of its durability: Persian never tied its survival to the fate of a single court, a single capital, or a single government.




Beauty Is Not Enough

Persian produced an extraordinary literature, but poetry alone keeps no language alive. Persian was not only the language of Hafez and Sa‘di; it was the language of the chancery, of letters and decrees, of history, of education and learning. That is where the decisive difference lies. A language that is merely beautiful may remain respected without being necessary. Persian survived because, in certain periods of history, setting it aside carried a cost for parts of society and for the structures of power.

Beauty gives a language prestige; function gives it the means to survive.

Alongside these functions, Persian also built a memory that never became detached from everyday life. Ferdowsi, Sa‘di, Hafez, Rumi, and Nezami were not only great poets; they created points of return for the language. Later generations could come back to this reservoir again and again and retune their own language. And because much of the change in Persian was gradual, a large part of this heritage remained readable for those later generations. In Persian, the past is not only the past; it is part of the present.




Mechanism, Not Miracle

If we compress this history, what we find is not an “ethnic miracle” but a set of mechanisms:

Connection with others
↓
Selective absorption
↓
Recreation
↓
Expanded function
↓
Wider network
↓
Reproduction
↓
Endurance


A clear example can be seen in the encounter with Arabic: Persian took script, words, and concepts, adapted them to its own structures, then put them to work in history, literature, mysticism, politics, and philosophy—and in doing so expanded its functions and its reach. Connection with others, then, does not necessarily diminish internal capacity. Sometimes quite the opposite: contact with others can become the raw material for a new act of recreation.

And it is precisely here that the history of Persian goes beyond the history of a language and becomes a more general question about culture. I call this logic world-linked wisdom.

Its test is simple: after connecting with others, has our capacity to choose and to create grown, or shrunk?

If a society gains knowledge, tools, concepts, and new experience from its contact with the world, and can recreate them within its own system, connection has turned into greater capacity. But if every connection reduces its internal productive power and turns the society into a mere consumer of others, we are no longer looking at world-linkedness; we are looking at dependence. In many of the most brilliant periods of its history, Persian took the first path: it connected with the world without handing over to that world its authority to recreate itself.




And Today?

From here, the problem Persian faces today also comes into sharper focus. The main danger to Persian is not a handful of English words. Persian has been borrowing words for a thousand years and is still alive. The problem begins when a language loses the ability to name and produce a new world.

If Persian’s share in the production of knowledge declines and its role is reduced mainly to translation and transmission; if technology is understood and produced in another language while Persian always trails a few steps behind; if a new generation can think more precisely about the most complex questions of its scientific and professional life in another language—then the problem is no longer “foreign words.” The problem is shrinking function.

In the era of the modern nation-state, the historical, cross-border network of Persian has also shrunk dramatically. A sphere that once stretched from Central Asia to the Indian subcontinent, bound together by Persian texts, education, administration, and literature, is now divided among many political borders.

Under such conditions, if much of the energy of language policy is spent on eliminating words while the fields of knowledge, technology, and thought shrink one after another, we are in fact moving away from the very logic that once made Persian powerful. Persian was strong when it was naming the world—not when it was merely guarding its old words.




The Secret of Endurance

The secret of Persian’s endurance can perhaps be summed up in a single sentence:

Persian endured because it could bring the world inside itself without losing its authority to recreate itself.


It encountered Arabic, but did not become Arabic. It encountered Turkic and Mongol rulers, and became the language of culture for many of those same rulers. It traveled to the subcontinent, but did not have to dissolve into the languages and cultures there in order to remain. Capitals fell, and the network endured; dynasties passed, and memory endured; the world changed, and Persian, each time it survived, changed itself as well.

This is where the history of a language can point to a broader civilizational logic. A culture that distances itself from the world loses some of its possibilities; a culture that dissolves into another diminishes its ability to recreate itself; but a culture that can take from the world, choose, and rebuild what it has taken gains a greater capacity to continue and to transform.

Centuries before we had a name for this logic, Persian had already lived an example of it.

A note on sources. The historical and linguistic material in this essay draws on scholarship on the history of the Persian language, Early New Persian, Sogdian, and other Iranian languages, including entries in the Encyclopædia Iranica. The concept of the “Persianate” world goes back to the scholarly tradition of Marshall Hodgson and later research on the Persianate world. The term and theoretical formulation of “world-linked wisdom” are the author’s own.
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