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Abstract 

Lahij, the Living Heritage of 
Azerbaijan 

This research explores the various aspects of identity pertaining to the traditional, bilin- 

gual mountainous community of Lahij. Azerbaijan is little known and its minorities are largely 

under-researched. Previous work done by Russianand Azerbaijani linguists described grammatical 

features of the Tat language, and SIL-led linguistic field surveys by J. Clifton addressed some 

sociolinguistic attitudes, yet the Tat people, particularly the Lahij people, remain unknown. 

This is the first time the Lahij community, which preserved a relict Southwest Iranian 

language and a unique culture, is a topic of inter-disciplinary research in English language. 

Resources such as Russian and Azeri literature and Western works dealing with related dis- 

ciplines and issues (historical, socio-linguistical, anthropological etc.) are discussed, aiming 

to reach a balanced and informed perspective. To present the nuances and dynamics of the 

emic (insider) versus etic (outsider) points of view, anthropological methods of participant 

observation, structured interview and narrative analysis are used. Research was done while 

residing long term in Azerbaijan, and spending significant amounts of time in Lahij. 

The sociolinguistic climate of Post-Soviet nation building and the promotion of titular 

language in Azerbaijan are presented as a background to the theme of marginalized minorities. 

The study argues that the building of a unified Azerbaijani nation has been accomplished and 

thus the focus should now shift to the endangered cultures and languages and their current 

identity crises. A question is posed on whether stable bilingualism could enhance the current 

multiculturalism in Azerbaijan, which is known for its tolerance. 

The identity of the Tat is explored through the attitudes to the ethnonym Tat, a label, 

which was given, but not received. The problematic hypothesis of Tat ethno-genesis is addressed 

in a response to M. Aliev’s monograph on the Tat people. The official and the local percep- 

tions are compared in an attempt to reach a deeper understanding of the underlying patterns 

of thought. The history and present struggles of the trade of coppersmithing, which is integral 

to the culture of Lahij, are considered, hoping to focus on the core of Lahij identity, while 

introducing the key narrative, “The Resilient Cobbler.” Lahij family values and etic choices in 

a time of re-evaluation and changes in gender perception are explored through participation in 
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life cycle events, interviews and popular narratives. Religious consciousness is shown on both 

the surface and underlying levels, mostly analysis of religious festivals as identity markers and 

the thread of daily blessings. As the salient problem of Lahij identity is multifaceted and has its 

own local variations, this research is a first attempt to begin to introduce it. 
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Abstract (Czech) 

Lachič, živé dědictví Ázerbájdžánu 
 

Ve světě je Ázerbájdžán zemí neprobádanou, ačkoli je úrodnou půdou zvláště pro 

průzkum dvojjazyčných domorodých menšin kavkazských hor. Hlavním symbolem nově 

vybudovaného ázerbajdžánského státu se stal sjednocující ázerbajdžánský jazyk. 

Ázerbájdžánština je zároveň jazykem úředním, vzdělávacím i jazykem sdělovacích prostředků.  

Rychle proniká do všech oblastí života, a působí tak ztrátu etnické identity, podléhající 

všestranné asimilaci. Dnes je ještě možné zabývat se aktuální otázkou několika zbývajících 

národností, které hovoří mateřským jazykem. Probuzený vědecký zájem by mohl napomoci 

jejich přežití.  

Dlouhodobý pobyt v Ázerbájdžánu a ponoření se do prostředí horského městečka 

Lachiče umožnily hlubší proniknutí do dané tématiky.  Některé překážky byly částečné zdolány 

naučením se ázerbájdžánštině a postupně i místnímu jiho- západnímu iránskému jazyku. Rozbor 

rozhovorů a místních povídek byly využity k lepšímu porozumění problematiky. Hlavní 

antropologickou metodou se stalo pozorné zúčastnění. Máme naději, že použití pozměněné 

metody (místo zúčastněného pozorovaní) přispěje ke změně postoje k ‘domorodcům’. Hlavní 

smysl spočívá v zúčastnění a do jisté míry ztotožnění, či vnikaní do podstaty podílením se na 

událostech konkrétní společnosti. Lachičanům byla předána role učitelů, či průvodců jejich 

způsobem života. 

Ruští jazykovědci, jako první popsali jazyk této národnosti a také rozhodli, že pojmenuji 

dávný iránský jazyk a ty, kdo jím mluví ‘Tat.’ Jejich poznatky byly zapsány v ruštině a několik 

dalších publikací je v ázerbájdžánštině. Tato práce je tedy poprvé představí anglicky. K tomu, 

aby pohled mohl být vyrovnanější a úplnější, bylo třeba hledat poznatky z příbuzných oblastí a 

disciplín. Identita téměř neprozkoumané menšiny je natolik rozvětvená, že vyžadovala mezi-

disciplinární přístup. Při průzkumu se uplatnila historie, sociolingvistika, srovnávací 

náboženství, areálová studia a antropologie. 

  Sám ‘Tatský národ’ si toto etnonymum nevybral, a proto ho i zamítl.  Židovští i 

muslimští ‘Tatové’ dávají přednost jinému sebeurčení. To však  neznamená, že také odmítají i 

svůj původní mateřský jazyk. Komu jsou věrní a  jak si představují svůj historický původ?   

Lachič vyniká mezi ostatními domorodými společnostmi svou městskou řemeslnickou 

povahou, pílí a tvořivostí. Od dob Hedvábné stezky proslul hlavně řemeslem měditepců. 

Pozdější ekonomická krize Lachičany zaplavila levnými továrními výrobky. Povahu Lachičanů 

nejlépe vystihuje postava nezmarného ševce z oblíbené lidové povídky.  
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Dennodenně musí překonávat překážky svou houževnatou tvořivostí, aby dokázal uživit svou 

početnou rodinu. Mnozí mistři z Lachiče také mění způsob svého řemesla, aby udrželi práci. 

Jiní odjíždějí za výdělkem do velkoměst i za hranice. Nové prostředí však ohrožuje jejich 

rodinu i identitu. Jak na to reagují muži a jak ženy? Čeho si Lachičané váží a jak si místní mistři 

představují budoucnost řemeslnictví a Lachiče? Společenství městečka se podílí na životních 

událostech svých obyvatel; jakou má hodnotu vzájemná pomoc a účast?  

Svátky a jejich oslavy odhalují některé jinak skryté stránky náboženství. V Lachiči  jsou 

nejdůležitějšími svátky Novruz (Nové světlo/den/ rok) a Aşura. Oba patří k odlišné náboženské 

tradici a představují protikladné symboly. Jak se dnes projevují staré prameny náboženství a 

jaký druh islámu je v Ázerbajdžánu? Podle jakých zákonitoství se zachoval zoroastrismus, jaký 

smysl má symbolismus, modlitba a požehnání? 

Lachič je jedinečné místo, postavené ve východním stylu, kde ještě tvořiví řemeslníci 

mluví starodávným jihozápadním íránským jazykem. Pospolitost a různorodá identita Lachiče 

je zachycena poprvé. Tato studie se pokouší  uvést aktuální a důležité problémy menšin 

Ázerbajdžánu. Lze doufat, že přispěje k hlubšímu pochopení složité situace menšin v období po 

završení budování jednotného Ázerbajdžánu. 
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Introduction  

Azerbaijan, as a hard-to-access and under-researched country, with its specific dilem- 

mas and ways of thinking, largely remains unknown on an international scale. While Western 

historians, politologists and socio-linguists addressed nation building and identity issues in 

Post-Soviet Central Asia, the minority issues were largely bypassed.1 This study suggests that 

the time of Azerbaijani nation building is over. Thus, in the context of globalization, the new 

focus on the questions of minorities and their shifting identity is salient. Azerbaijan is at the 

crossroads of identity. The momentous timing to notice and acknowledge the few communities, 

which were able to keep their relict mother tongues and unique cultures, might become critical 

for their survival. 

Within the overwhelmingly-homogenized socio-linguistic landscape, there still exist a 

few islands surrounded by almost-all-encompassing Azerbaijanization. Among them are small 

isolated mountainous locations with a high vitality of the Tat language. One of the most strik- 

ing exceptions to the process of assimilation is Lahij. The community not only kept the relict 

Iranian language, but different layers of religion, ancient elements of culture, and traditional 

trades and crafts, such as the copper smithing. As a fortress of resistance it stands against some 

of the strong tides of globalization and industrialization. 

The topic of this study is a traditional bilingual community of craftsmen and their iden- 

tity in the Caucasus Mountains at the time when the building of the prominency of Azerbaijani 

nation has been completed. The problem of identity is a complex, multifaceted subject. What 

are the different aspects that Lahij identity subsumes? What are the dynamics between the 

emic (insider) and etic (outsider) point of view? Originally the research question dealt with “the 

unknown Tat”, an ethnic minority speaking an endangered South West Iranian language, living 

in Azerbaijan. The initial findings showed that the theme needed to be adjusted to fit the lin- 

guistic and ethno-psychological reality on land. This resulted from the attitudes toward ethnicity 

from both inside and outside of the mostly-assimilated ‘people group.’ The process of building 

of a unified nation and promoting the titular language resulted in the general displacement of 

the Tat mother tongue and their new common national (i.e. state) Azerbaijani identity. In 2012- 
 

 

1 The Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) surveys led by John M. Clifton in cooperation with ANAS (Azer- 
baijan NationalAcademy of Sciences) were the first Western attempts to approach the topic of minority language 
displacement in Azerbaijan in 2002. 
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2015, people who like to be called Tat or even refer to themselves as Tat are rare exceptions. 

Identity’ is a key term in the vernacular idiom of contemporary politics, and social 

analysis must take account of this fact (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000, p.2). 

Brubaker and Cooper argue that the social sciences locked themselves into, and over- 

used, the term identity until it became a mere cliché devoid of meaning. Since it could mean 

too much, too little, or nothing at all, it became too ambiguous. They claim that they could do 

better with more concrete unencumbered words2. While acknowledging the well-formulated, 

valid concerns, I am not convinced that they have found satisfactory answers. The word identity 

semantically combines several concepts, which presently do not have better non-descriptive, 

one-word equivalent. 

The common sense definition3 of ‘identity,’ according to Brubaker and  Cooper, is 

‘sameness over time or across persons’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000, p.7). I have observed that 

the Lahij people’s core values, particular way of life, thinking, and self-perception are real in a 

similar way to their language, through which they can partially express it. The community of 

Lahij still has a language, which can be lost and, in a similar way, their present fragile identity 

could erode. Nevertheless, there remains a certain amount of continuity across the time. Though 

the environment of a traditional, isolated community is not sterile, the homogeneity of moral 

norms in a mountain sanctuary still changes at a slower pace. Rather than merely repeating 

after the post-structuralist that the people groups ‘have no identity,’ I opt for granting the locals 

their own self-perception. I would like to explore the intensity and particularity of their sense 

of self-awareness, which is contingent upon how they develop and perceive their belonging and 

experience their community togetherness. We will begin to discover, observe and analyze how 

the different parts of understanding who they are relate to each other, and view its illustrations 

through popular narratives and shared events. This close-knit community solidarity is lived 
 

2 The authors would like to replace identity with expressions like particularist self-understanding, sense of a 
self, group boundedness, sameness among group members, something that remains identical, which are perhaps 
semantically more precise, but lack parsimony. My search for one-word idioms yielded expressions togetherness 
or belonging. Although these verbal nouns emphasize the relational, active and voluntary aspects of the ‘group- 
ness’, they do not sound as sophisticated as the customary term which Brubaker and Cooper propose to jettison. 
Contrastingly solidarity and reciprocity, I have also used in this work fit within the academical style, but their 
downside is that they represent only one functional part of a compound concept. The same shortcoming is analo- 
gously applicable to terms cohesiveness and affiliation proposed by Brubaker and Cooper. 
3 “Social identity refers specifically to those aspects of a person that are defined in terms of his or her group 
memberships.” This implies sharing certain features with others within the same category and that the events rel- 
evant for the rest are important to the individual (Deaux, 2001, p.2). 
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out mostly within the heartland of Lahij and will be juxtaposed to ‘outside of the boundaries’. 

Brubaker and Cooper explain the motivation behind their rejection of the word identity, 

“What is problematic is not that a particular term is used, but how it is used” (Brubaker and 

Cooper, 2000, p. 5). On one hand, around the world ‘identity’ was used as a politicized tool 

to erase certain differences. On the other hand, the local community of Lahij tries to escape 

the trappings and the implications of the fairly new ‘construct of ethnicity.’ They expressed an 

unsettling feeling that if they were spotlighted as a ‘Tat’ minority, they could be exposed to its 

stigmatizing consequences within the context of homogenized Azerbaijan. 

One of the purposes of my research is an attempt to reflect the local perceptions. This 

study hopes to contribute to a shift in focus and style practiced in contemporary anthropological 

methodology by offering an‘observant participation’4 (instead of participant observation) style 

of acquisition of field experience. Placing the emphasis on participation and identification rather 

than on the distance,5 it argues that beyond the required changing of the portrayal of time, it is 

the status and role of ‘the other’ (i.e. the people) that needs to be reconsidered. It further pro- 

poses that it is not the terminology, but the underlying attitudes, which are outdated and in need 

of reflective transformation. “Attempting to further an in-depth understanding of any region is 

worthwhile, since it increases our critical faculties for assessing often Eurocentric methods and 

methodologies,” as Cummings (2012, p.5) argues. 

Due to the lack of written sources and archeological data, tracing and systematizing 

knowledge of the ethnogenesis of any of the people groups in Azerbaijan is an almost impossi- 

ble task for historians.6 However, the present dynamics could be addressed while there is still a 

consciousness of “us within the boundaries of our community” as different from others.7 This 

approach, I believe, could be effective if an observer is given a chance to become a part of the 

local events for a prolonged time: “To know the past one must also study the present. To reside, 

rather than just travel, in a foreign country gives a completely different perspective to one’s 

4 Customarily the method of an experiential anthropological fieldwork was called a ‘participant observation’. 
Thus the opposite word order introduces another emphasis of its re-evaluated perception and definition. 
5 The concept of co-evalness (i.e. synchrony)-living in the same time as the researched community is elabo- 
rated on in the classic of critical anthropology by Johannes Fabian–The Time and the Other from 2002. 
6 The pursuit of historical past to establish legitimacy was a part of the establishing of nations under Soviet- 
ization and its residue continues to linger. One of the responses is the desire of the minorities to uncover their past, 
which they hope would be worth unearthing as well. 
7 In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries from 1969 Frederic Barth (1998) discovers the phenomena of the bound- 
ary as a distinguishing factor of ethnic identity. 
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understanding of other people and their cultures” (Frye, 2011, p.13). This research was acquired 

through immersive fieldwork in Lahij. Such an approach hopes to begin to present the insiders’ 

point of view for the first time. The voices of the people will be conveyed through interviews 

and narratives. 

It is true that Azerbaijan has other indigenous people with specific cultures; however, the 

decision to choose Lahij came after careful evaluation of their historical, cultural and geograph- 

ical characteristics. The customs and rituals, which are still alive in Lahij, have earlier existed 

on the territory of Caucasus Albania. While they have been described in the three volumes of 

Azerbaijani ethnography, they are being erased otherwise. In Baku the traditional settings and 

customs are replaced by the şadlıq sarayı (wedding restaurant) receptions and kirayə cadırı (tent 

for rent) mourning gatherings. Although these traditions eventually became popular among the 

Turks, their old names betray their origin.8 In Lahij it is possible to observe the cultural past 

of Azerbaijan and experience a way of life, which has been mostly lost under the pressures of 

modernity and assimilation. The Lahij people today try to find a mode of survival which involves 

new approaches to solving some of their economic and identity dilemmas. 

Similar to the village of Xınalıq on top of the Şahdağ Mountains, Lahij in Niyaldağ has 

kept its ancient language and a traditional way of life. Compared to the Şahdağ people such as 

the Qrız, Cek and Haput who are predominantly shepherds and have a pastoral mindset, Lahij 

is a society with a craftsmanship town mentality, coupled with a particular creativity. 

Another option to research identity of a South Western Iranianian bilingual community 

would have been in the Mountain Jewish settlement of Qırmızı Qəsəbə, in the Quba region. 

Nevertheless, firstly the Jewish Tat have been much more researched due to the interest of 

the world-wide Jewry. Further, Lahij was preferable to Qırmızı Qəsəbə because it is far more 

homogenous and less transient.9
 

When considering whether to study the Muslim Tat or the Jewish Tat I visited Qırmızı 

Qəsəbə on several occasions. On one hand, upon entering the Mountain Jewish synagogue on 

Shabbat I had to show my official ID and was seated in the designated back left corner, as I 

 
 

 

8 The customs, which were earlier kept in Azerbaijan, like the forty days of mourning or the bride’s isolation, 
have Iranian names çillə (forty days) and Novruz (new day), the new year celebration. 
9 The Mountain Jews are not the sole inhabitants of their settlement and many of them moved abroad. 
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was the only woman present.10 On the other hand, visiting the Ərəgit mosque in Lahij became 

a common and natural event. The women’s participation in the mosque during the festivals 

is not only allowed, but also expected. My presence, while closely following my mentor, was 

encouraged and I was even allowed to help to serve the meals. 

Although the Eastern values, for example hospitality, are present Caucasus-wide, they 

are somewhat swept over by the fast pace of the metropolis of Baku. Nevertheless, the doors 

into the courtyards of Lahij are still always open. The Lahij community accepted me as if I 

was a natural part of their lives. Perhaps they overlooked my strangeness and blunders, because 

they sensed my genuine interest in learning from them with the purpose of understanding. The 

invitation for me to come and live among them was genuinely extended. 

These are several preferences and arguments in favor of picking Lahij for the fieldwork.11 

This work was shaped over the last five years by the multiple thoughts of the authors 

from whom I have been learning to approach and grasp disciplines like sociolinguistics, cultural 

and social anthropology, including its critical branch, and the re-discovered study of morality. 

Further, I have been gleaning from books devoted to the history, politics and religions of this 

and related regions. 

I owe my motivation and purpose to the inspiration of Joshua Fishman, the founder 

of sociolinguistics. His books, such as the Handbook of Language and Ethnic Identity (1999), 

Reversing Language Shift (1991) or Do Not Leave Your Language Alone (2006) offer a radical 

approach to language endangerment. Joshua Fishman proposes that the multilingualism is a 

necessity in the time of globalism (Fishman, 1968, p.75). Joshua Fishman’s lifetime struggle 

aimed at overcoming the force of inertia, which by default was allowing the widespread dis- 

appearance of cultural diversity. With his vision in mind I would like to attempt to contest the 

conventional claim that the objectivity of research requires avoiding any other than scientific 

purpose. I will be upfront that my hope is that some pragmatic results might follow this aca- 

demic research, benefiting the researched community according to their projected vision for 

their future. Joshua Fishman did take a stand by making value statements, as he did not judge 

it to be a less rational approach. Instead he systematically pursued and encouraged overcoming 

10 This will be explained more in Chapter 2. 
11 Although some other research has been started, the former works on the Tat were mostly linguistic in nature 
and it is covered with the local literature in Chapter 2. 
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challenges, abandoned by others as forlorn, like the reversal of a language shift. 

The analysis of the sociolinguistic situation in Azerbaijan leaned on the first hand 

research of two authors, Jalə Qəribova and John Clifton. Qəribova, a leading Azerbaijani 

sociolinguist has published works in English. She chose a balanced approach and was able to 

relate to the concerns of the Western sociolinguists majoring on the endangerment and even the 

death of languages. Naturally, at the same time, she is acquainted with the language policies 

and the stand on tolerance and multiculturalism in her country.12 John Clifton’s field surveys 

of minorities, published in Azeri and English by the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan as 

Studies in Languages of Azerbaijan (2002), are a stepping-stone for further research on the 

language attitudes of local communities. His article, “Do the Tat and Talysh Languages Have 

a Future in Azerbaijan”, (2009) points out the dangers of accelerated assimilation underlines 

some pragmatic causes for this phenomenon. 

The historical background introducing the sociolinguistic climate and nation building 

follows Tadeush Swientochowski’s Russian Azerbaijan 1905-1920: The Shaping of National 

Identity in a Muslim Community (1985), and Kyle Marquardt’s discerning article, “Framing 

language policy in post-Soviet Azerbaijan: political symbolism and interethnic harmony”, from 

2011. The comparisons drawn between the Sovietization and present language policies are 

possible because of the expository work The Empire of Nations (2005) by Francine Hirsh and 

Sally Cummings’ Understanding Central Asia (2012). Brenda Shaffer’s Borders and Brethren, 

Iran and the Challenge of Azerbaijani Identity (2002) offers a point of departure for similar 

characteristics transpiring in Azerbaijan. 

The struggles of newly independent Central Asian Republics were analyzed by Jacob 

Landau and Barbara Kellner–Heinkele in 2001, and by William Fierman in 2009. Their central 

theme was the concentrated effort of these mostly Turkic republics13 to promote their titular 

languages. The content of their research is placed within the scope of nation building and strug- 

gles with the past Russification and Sovietization. As such, they do not attempt to explore the 

 
 
 
 

 

12 Jalə Qəribova also facilitated my practicum as a doctorand-tecrubeci (doctoral student on study abroad) at 
AUL, where she is the pro-rector for International Relations. 
13 The exception is Tajikistan, which speaks a southwest Iranian language closely related to Tat. 
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issues of the minorities.14 However, post-Soviet research gives the necessary background to the 

questions that will be pursued in this work. 

The only Azerbaijani publication pertaining to the Tat people is Azərbaycan Tatları (The 

Tat of Azerbaijan) by M.M. Əliyev from 2006.15 Əliyev’s conclusions, showing the tendency 

to rewrite history to promote the Azerbaijani pre-eminence, required some balance. However, 

Western research has not dealt specifically with the Tat origins. It became necessary to pursue 

expertise in related fields pertaining, for example, to the Jews and Khazars.16 Habib Levy in 

The Comprehensive History of the Jews of Iran: The Outset of the Diaspora (1999) offers a 

systematic history of the Assyrian and Babylonian Diaspora.He attempted to use sound research 

methods and simultaneously had the benefit of the experience of growing up as a Jew in Iran, 

devoted to the promotion of culture and education. 

Richard N. Frye was an American historian, professor and author, who knew Arabic, 

Persian, and Turkish, and was immersed in, and therefore well-versed in, the Persian culture. He 

lived and taught in Iran and Tajikistan, and visited many other Central Asian countries. In his 

book The Golden Age of Persia (1996), Frye portrayed the unique culture of Persian Islam. In 

The Heritage of Central Asia (2012), he encouraged an interdisciplinary approach to research.17 

Carol Delaney has lived in a village in Anatolian Turkey and her Seed and the Soil (1991)18 

opened the door to using a comparative perspective between her location and Azerbaijani Lahij. 

Mary Boyce is a first-hand source on the practices of Zoroastrian faith, drawing her 

understanding from years of fieldwork among the Yazd and Kerman Zoroastrian communi- 

ties of Iran. Many researchers of Avestan scriptures struggled to explain what liturgies in the 

 
 

14 Audrey L. Altstadt’s The Azerbaijani Turks, Power and Identity under Russian Rule from 1992 is written 
from an analogous point of view. As a result of data analysis showing the impact of Russian domination, Altstadt 
takes a position of respect for Islam, which she perceives as a powerful component of the Turkic identity. Sukha 
Bolukbasi in Azerbaijan a Political History from 2011 adds a Turkish perspective and Svante E.Cornell in Azer- 
baijan Since Independence (2011), provides a complex and sympathetic picture of Azerbaijan. His brief overview 
of the separatist movements mostly lines up with the government position. 
15 Əliyev’s hypothesis is examined in Chapter 2. 
16 One of these authors is Peter B. Golden with his Turks and Khazars: Origins, Institutions, and Interactions 
in Pre-Mongol Eurasia, 2010. Golden, in his thorough and careful academic way, comes to the conclusion that 
there is not sufficient data to make substantiated claims on the historical origins of Khazar religion. He ends up 
citing prominent Russian Khazarologist Artamonov, who, having completed a lifetime of investigation, highlights 
some possible hypotheses. Kevin Allan Brook’s The Jews of Khazaria, 2010, encompasses a wide spectrum of 
views and surprisingly offers some specific answers according to the latest biological research. 
17 Richard Frye was not a cabinet scientist or a detached observer; he wished to be buried in Shiraz, where he 
lived, learned and taught. 
18 Carol Delaney’s book, based on her PhD. work was first published in 1984. 
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ancient East Iranian language meant, since the language has been silent for thousands of years. 

Mary Boyce joined the theory of the written texts to living oral practice in an appropriate cul- 

tural setting, which was preserved through extreme isolation. Boyce familiarized herself with 

written sources and commentaries, a stage, where much research ends. She, however, learned 

present national and local languages and progressed to learning from the people, who practiced 

the Zoroastrian faith. Her interpretations of Zoroastrian views derive from the reality of how 

practices are still lived out. Mary Boyce was able to yield new dimensions to the research on 

Zoroastrian beliefs by practicing the method of ‘observant participation’. Her style of fieldwork 

became an inspiration to follow. 

On a theoretical level, Jarrett Zigon’s Morality An Anthropological Perspective (2008) 

and James Laidlaw’s The Subject of Virtue (2013) provided a useful background, introducing the 

current debate on concepts like morality, including virtues, values and meaning. Zigon with his 

emphasis on the studying of local morality gave direction on what to look for in the research of 

identity. Johannes Fabian’s Time and the Other (2002) and James D. Faubion’s Anthropology of 

Morality (2011)challenged myprevious understanding of critical anthropology. Building on their 

thoughts helpedmeinconsideringmycontribution tothemethodologyof ‘observant participation.’ 

Edward Said with his criticism of stereotyping of the East by the Orientalist Oriental- 

ism19, 1994, and Covering Islam, 1997, made me aware of a style of writing about the Orient, 

which I purpose to avoid. Muslim women authors, such as Amina Wadud and her Quran and 

Woman20 (1999), Leila Ahmed and her Women and Gender in Islam (1992), Fatima Mernissi and 

her Beyond the Veil (1987) and others guided me through the issues of gender and Islam with its 

symbolism and struggles.21 Saba Mahmood in her Politics of Piety (2005), presents fresh insights 

to the ‘Western assigned’ role of freedom and agencywithin the framework of devotion to God.22 

The complex themeofidentityrequired a multi-disciplinaryapproach. Historicalmethods 

were used when sources and literature were available on the little researched topic of the Tat 
 

 

19 Edward Said’s Orientalism was first published in 1979. 
20 Amina Wadud, Quran and Woman, was first published in 1992. 
21 Elly Martin laid the foundation on the perceptions of womanhood by her classic Woman in the Body, 1987. 
The gendered perceptions of women in the USA surprisingly confirmed the active use of marginalizing stereo- 
types even within a tolerance driven society, which aspires to equality. 
22 Among helpful Czech publications concerning a creative dialog with Islam is Kropáček L. Duchovní cesty 
islámu, 2011 and gender study by Jitka Malečková’s monograph Úrodná půda: Žena ve službách naroda (Fertile 
Soil: Women Serve the Nation), 2002, she explored gender role of Turkish women, who are stepping out of the 
customary mold of housewife and contributing meaningfully to the society. 
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people, about which archeology remains silent. The few existing texts were primarily written 

in Russian or Azeri.23The reading and consequent analysis required a discerning attitude, since 

during Soviet times and in the time of Azerbaijani nation building certain biases were liberally 

applied. History was sometimes adjusted or re-written to suit the demands of the situation. The 

general tendency was to downplay first the existence, then the distinctness of the culture of 

ethnic groups.24 The information gleaned from the local publications is used for the first time 

in English. My hope is that this could help to deepen the understanding of the current issues 

pertaining to the situation of the minorities encounter in Azerbaijan today. 

The comparative method was applied in the comparison of the situation in Central Asia 

or in Iran, as well as the socio-linguistic models of other countries. An attempt was made to 

study different points of view, from Azerbaijani national and local perspectives, with their 

particular dynamics, to Russian and Western views, which provided some balance to the local 

perceptions. Sociolinguistic research helped to clarify people’s attitudes concerning language, 

some of which are behind the language loss. Anthropology was particularly relevant providing 

field methods needed to conduct the research. Through becoming acquainted with specific issues 

in the current debate of critical anthropology I became aware of using what could be perceived 

as an‘outdated’ set of terminology. As such it has the potential to be misinterpreted. Thus I will 

proceed to clarifying the intended content behind certain problematical words so that they do 

not carry misleading connotations. 

This study juxtaposes the traditional type of life, which still is lived out in Lahij with 

modernity with which it is being confronted and consequently modified. However, I do not iden- 

tify with those who think traditional equals backward, regardless of whether they arrived at this 

projection from the Western or Soviet point of view. On one hand, these positions were tainted 

by certain prejudices coming from a position of domination. On the other hand, my work aims 

at revealing the insider point of view, which has often been marginalized. Moreover, the Lahij 

community was able to acquire mastery of crafts and artistic skills, which are becoming rare or 

extinct. Within the context of creative expression both the inhabitants of Lahij and Azerbaijan 

perceive ‘traditional’ as desirable. 

23 This literature is introduced in ch.2. 
24 This trend, as chapter 1. shows, has been turning to the more multicultural projection of Azerbaijan, which, 
as the president İlham Əliyev confirms, is known for its tolerance. 
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Further, when the locals evaluate the quality of morality, they do not usually identify 

modern or liberal standards as being conducive to the stability of family life. Therefore the word 

‘traditional’ within this context does not carry pejorative overtones. As the research findings 

reveal, some of what is considered a ‘traditional moral code’, when put to practice, turns out to 

have a progressive twist with an unusual equality in view. 

At the same time exoticising or idealizing the local situation is not the appropriate point 

of departure either. The Lahijans are undergoing many struggles pertaining to the erosion of their 

identity. In spite of the beauty of their natural setting and pleasant climate their economic and 

physical circumstances are presently rugged. Pragmatically speaking, if they had the opportunity 

to make their living conditions more comfortable, they would opt for modern technicalities of 

life such as an indoor plumbing. However, there are certain assets the people would like to see 

passed on to the next generation and as such they will be addressed in this study. 

The usual way modernity has been thought of has been also challenged by Islam itself. 

Lara Deeb while explaining the contemporary piety movement set out to dislodge the claim that 

Islam and modernity are incompatible and that the West is the only representative of modernity 

(Deeb, 2006, p.4).There is a historicist discourse in academia and media that the West is an 

example of everything modern. The West posed itself in the center spreading modernity to the 

rest of the world. The characteristics range from“technological advance, consumerism, and late 

capitalism, to secularization and disenchantment to the prioritizing of individualized subjec- 

tivities” (Deeb, 2006, p. 14). Those once called ‘the others’ are creating alternative models of 

modernity. Deeb conveys one of the modernizing Islamic movement‘s view of the West. The 

West, represented mainly by Europe and the USA, is perceived as immoral and spiritually igno- 

rant. The particulars include atheism, consumerism, sexual promiscuity and objectification of 

women, emphasis on an individual to the point where it harms the society. This is backwardness 

(opposite of modernity), which needs to be left behind and piety can invert those values (Deeb, 

2006, pp. 23-24).Therefore the pietists see their Islam as ‘modern and progressive’ compared to 
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the emptiness of the Western modernity (Deeb, 2006, p.25).25
 

Some tension takes place between the different disciplines, which are combined in this 

work’s inter-disciplinary approach. History, with its conservative tendency seeks for continuity 

and together with socio-linguistics and sociology, tends to keep consistent concepts and ter- 

minology. The post-modern and post-colonial, post-structural critical anthropology focuses on 

relativism and its expressions. It emphasizes the experiential, individual reality, which is being 

created at each moment by agency without being determined by sets of rules or historical pat- 

terns. In Anthropology of Morality, 2011, James D. Faubion defines an anthropological view of 

morality as an object of study: “Anthropology belongs to system adjustment (not maintenance or 

reproduction), which will not be exactly the same as the previous one. It is not closed off from 

any engagement with its environment not perceiving it simply as an instrumental or hostile. It 

is establishing moral normativity within given (changing) ecology” (2011, p.105). 

The post-structural discipline of anthropology became uneasy using terminology that 

could imply systematic structure or permanency, e.g terms such as culture, world view, tribal, 

traditional, even such terms as Islam, Eastern, and Western or identity 26. 

Johannes Fabian’s book Time and the Other (2002)27 explains, how anthropology cre- 

ates its object: “Existentially and politically, critique of anthropology starts with the scandal of 

domination and exploitation of one part of mankind by another” (2002, p. xl). This is partially 

a reaction to the awakening of criticism from the ‘others,’ i.e. those who used to be observed 

as a part of ‘the Orient’ like Edward Said, who as a Muslim objected to being ‘objectified.’28
 

Said used Michael Foucault’s notions to describe the discipline by which Europe pro- 

duced the concept of the Orient during the Enlightenment (Said, 1994, p.3): Europeans claim 
 

25 By the ‘moral intent’ and seeking of the scientific knowledge they aim to dissociate themselves from the 
Western secular values. The call for social action by the born again Christians could be compared to this move- 
ment. Scientific rationalism is combined with religion and lives together in enchanted modern times as opposed 
to disenchanted West. The desire to undermine the “dominant western discourses about being modern” and the 
drive to be modern for the sake of being recognized as such were part of the struggle. From the emic point of view 
the emerging Islamic identity was neither Western nor Eastern as it was both modern and authentic (Deeb, 2006, 
p.27-33). 
26 J.D.Faubion thinks that ‘identity’, although overused, still has kept some validity in anthropology, since it 
has not been surpassed by a more effective word and it cannot be entirely replaced by those related concepts of 
a‘role’ or a ‘status’ (Faubion, 2011, p.13). 
27 Johannes Faubian published his classical work, which is at the center of the debate of anthropology, fi   in 1983. 
28 In his classic “Orientalism,” first released in 1978, he defines the discipline of Orientalism, “Orientalism can 
be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with Orient – dealing with it by making state- 
ments about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short Orientalism 
as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (Said, 1994, p.3). 
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European superiority over “Oriental backwardness” (1994, p.7). Said’s complaint is partially 

directed against the monopoly of the West to interpret and speak for the East. “For who except 

the Orientalists spoke and continue to speak for the Orient?”(1997, p.142). 

“ ‘Islam’ as it is used today seems to mean one simple thing but in fact is part fiction, 

part ideological label, part minimal designation of a religion called Islam. In no really signifi- 

cant way is there a direct correspondence between the ‘Islam’ in common Western usage and 

the enormously varied life that goes on within the world of Islam, …” (1997, p.40). Westerners 

study the Orient first of all as Americans or Europeans and only then as individuals (1994, p.11). 

One of the faults Said finds is that Western authors or journalists do not usually go 

through the process of learning the languages of the area they are describing (1997, p.xli). They 

arrive at conclusions from a position of fear of Islam, which has been politicized: “…there has 

been an intense focus on Muslim and Islam in the American and Western media, most of it 

characterized by a more highly exaggerated stereotyping and belligerent hostility…” (1997, 

p. xi). Further, Islam is perceived as solidified and carries the damaging stigma of terrorism 

(1997, p.100). The West tries to “demonize and dehumanize a whole culture” (1997, p. xxxv). 

Moreover, Western researchers do not bother to read Islamic authors themselves in order to be 

able to start to perceive how they perceive the present dilemmas. 

Said’s work challenged me to learn from a dozen books written by the ‘insider authors’, 

particularly on the topic of Islam and gender from the Muslim women’s point of view. One of 

the goals of this case study of Lahij is to let the people themselves speak on their behalf. How 

well I am able to grasp their side of the whole story remains an open question, but my intention 

is to continue to learn and proceed to a deeper level of understanding. 

“…Anyone can learn about either ‘Islam’ or the world of Islam and about the men, the 

women, and cultures that live within it, speak its languages, breathe its air, produce its histories 

and societies” (Said, 1997, p. lix). Said also expresses his concern that while Islam is criticized 

“…nothing is ever said about methodology or assumptions” (1997, p.151). Accordingly we will 

turn our attention to some pragmatics of methodology. 

Johannes Fabian for the first time exposed the widespread fault of anthropologists – the 

allochronism. They wrote in such a way as to put false historical distance between themselves 
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and the people they study by projecting them as if the studied society lived in the past. He 

challenges the anthropologist to acknowledge the coevalness (living in the same time) of the 

observed people, granting them the reality of synchronous time. 

In line with “dismantling anthropology’s intellectual imperialism” (Fabian, 2002, p.164) 

should the use of the unpopular and dichotomous division between East and West be considered 

to have already expired? Although Fabian and some other scholars perceive that the differences 

and lines between the East (formerly dominated and researched) and West (the former dominator 

and researcher) have been lately greatly blurred, if not already irradicated (Fabian, 2002); Muslim 

still use ‘the West” as a point of reference. Academia itself contains the inner binary conflict 

between the two sides. This contrast could be represented by comparing research done by an 

individual privileged and equipped with Western education and one without it, disadvantaged 

by a lack of access to library, media and many other resources.29
 

It is not my intention to deny the existence of different views, but rather to find bridges 

to cross and overcome the distrust communicated presently by those, who used to be called 

‘the object’ of research. However, until a set of more appropriate words, untainted by previous 

stigmas, is created, for now the ‘customary culprits’ will still be the points of reference in this 

work.30 I propose that the terminology itself is not at fault, since it is not the words that we 

use, but the attitudes behind them, that make the real difference. When the words representing 

concepts like East, tradition, tribal, oral, exotic, religious, community etc. are used in a conde- 

scending way they carry a negative charge. Therefore it is not just ‘co-evalness’ which is needed 

for the soundness of ‘Western’ research, but ‘co-equalness’ that is to be granted to the people 

we are researching. This means accepting people at their fully human, equal value. This is to 

be implemented so that the contemporary research does not remain at the level of stagnation, 

when “everyone pays lip service to the ‘unity of mankind’”(Fabian, 2002, p.157). This means 

starting to set the superior Western system of sophisticated logic aside. 

 
 

29 Svante E. Cornell in Azerbaijan Since Independence (2011) as a representative of Western authors with a 
working knowledge of Turkish and Azeri, positively inclined to the East; nevertheless he also uses the customary 
‘East-West’terminology. 
30 At the same time clarification should be made that ‘East’ and ‘West’ are not upheld as solid categories or 
irreconcilable contrasts especially as coming from me being an East European woman, married to an American 
Turkologist. Besides, I am living in Azerbaijan on the crossroads of Asia and Europe, while enjoying the Eastern 
flavors and learning from the peoples of the Middle East. I willingly admit that my appreciation of their patience 
with my blunders and differences increases daily as I strive to fit in as much as possible. 
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When anthropologists arrive on their sites, albeit equipped with quality education, they 

still are entering the unknown. This is especially relevant for those who are not fluent in the 

languages of the people among whom they carry research. When we become aware of our 

neediness in order to unlock the understanding of the culture we are immersed in,31 we come to 

see the ‘natives’ more than our equals and correspondingly allow them to become our guides, 

even teachers. I suggest that even little children in the community are able to function within 

their ‘culture’32 with more ease than the foreigner, who is, as a rule, a newcomer. I propose that 

we, as researchers, assume the role of learners.33 Then the method of ‘participant observation’ 

can be turned into ‘observant participation’. 

Loic Wacquant in Habitus as Topic and Tool: Reflections on Becoming a Prizefighter 

(2011) mentioned the same reversed terminology with the identical meaning in his psychological 

analysis of habitus. He participated in the training with the professional boxers to begin to see 

morality from their perspective. “The idea that guided me here was to push the logic of participant 

observation to the point where it becomes inverted and turns into observant participation”. The 

Anglo-American anthropological methodology warns the fieldworkers strictly not to ‘go native.’ 

My position on the contrary, is to say, “go native” but “go native armed,” that is, equipped with 

your theoretical and methodological tools, with the full store of problematics inherited from 

your discipline, with your capacity for reflexivity and analysis…” (Wacquant, 2011, p. 87 ). 

There are two perceived benefits to the transition to observant participation. One is that 

‘blending in’ minimizes the self-awareness of the community and allows for greater naturalness 

in a given situation. The second vantage point allows the participation to become the key to 

being able to grasp the insider point of view. Am I proposing ‘going native,’ i.e. becoming one 

with the people in the way they think or believe inwardly? I do not, since this would take the 

observer away from the advantage of perceiving things from a different position; however, I 

31 Clifford Geertz in Faubion …“only in and through practice – not merely ethical practice and linguistic prac- 
tice included – can the capacity to participate be transformed into active competence”(Faubion, 2011, p.93). 
32 The term ‘culture’ is one of those problematic words and concepts and was nominated by the de-structural- 
izing tendency to be voided or re-phrased. So far there has not been an adequate working equivalent discovered. 
Perhaps in this context it could be replace it with the niche, (i.e. social environment). When culture is used in this 
work, it represents a particular way of life that involves both continuity and change. I would like to clarify that I 
do not hold onto a view of an unchanging set of rules or the strait jacket of pre-determined way of behavior. 
33 There might be soon possible a different scenario of a returning local who has become a trained anthropolo- 
gist or someone from a background similar to the one researched. Globalization might present and already starts to 
present the cases in which a former ‘Easterner’ educated in the West is analyzing the ‘secular, modern, consumer 
society values’ from a point of view different than the conventional ‘Western perspective’. 
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do propose that the experience of participation should allow us to be able to analyze ‘our side’ 

with more insight as well. “…A certain entry as a living being, the possibility of seeing the 

world through its eyes, is a necessary part of the process of understanding it; but if it were the 

only aspect of this understanding it would merely be duplication and would not entail anything 

new or enriching.” (Wadud,1999, p.6).34  Faubion35  with his predecessor in thought, Foucault, 

chose to give attention to the dominated and marginalized of their society. In An Anthropology 

of Ethics (2011) Faubion has placed himself into a role of submission to a Millennial Christian 

prophetess while calling her his mentor in his unconventional work. The mode in which Faub- 

ion carried on his work was in the reversal of his usual role as a university professor. “It was a 

reversal of what obtained in the real world. Ms. Roden would assume the role of my teacher. I 

would assume the role of her student” (Faubion, 2011, p. 247). He, however, made it clear that his 

intention was in no way to become a convert to her faith. There was mutual respect and privacy 

through proper distance negotiated from the beginning and reestablished through its testing. He 

called the combination of authorship of the resulting research Araucaria and pointed out that as 

co-created it is not solely one or the other separate voice, but a certain compromise or synergy. 

As the research took place in Texas he did not have to learn a different language; how- 

ever, he not only listened to, but perceived a distinctive and largely despised mode of thought 

with a respectful attitude. In spite of the general mode of fear and mistrust the prophetess lived 

under, she was willing to receive Faubion and at times expressed even her gratefulness for being 

made visible by him, calling him a supporter.36 Conversation itself is continually reflective since 

“mutual consideration that demands listening, and with listening, a mutual reconsideration, 

which may result in knowing something that one did not know previously or in the realization 

that one does not really know what one presumed to know. In either case conversation is thus 

a pedagogical exercise” (Faubion, 2011, p.264). 

Faubion encountered a crisis in his experiment when, as he learned to ask the most rele- 
 

 

34 Alois Musil, Czech Arabist, who immerced himself into the nomadic lifestyle of beduins is perhaps one of 
corresponding examples of practicing this style of culture aquisition. Some academians accused him of losing 
sight of who he was. Pavel Ždárský in Alois Musil Ze světa islámu, ( Alois Musil From the World of Islam) 2014, 
comments: “When Alois Musil became a beduin, he did not cease being a Central European catholic priest, he just 
started breathing though both sides of his lungs ”(Ždárský, 2014, p.21). 
35 “Any anthropology of ethics would best have its point of departure and return in ethical practice,…” (Faub- 
ion, 2011, p.102). 
36 Faubion confided that although an unlikely pair (and a compound subject – we) represented by a Millenial 
prophetess and an anthropologist infidel, they agreed on the most essential commitment to a broad tolerance. 
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vant questions, he asked his teacher a question she could not answer, and thus she proceeded to 

nominate him a prophet of her religion. He refused to accept the flipped roles, since the upset 

equilibrium would likely end further possibility of research and destroy his professional integrity, 

which he was not willing to give up. Faubion’s unconventional work focused on morality. He 

most likely did not consider the influence, which he gave by his attitude to his ‘prophetess’37on 

whom he bestowed the title of his co-author (Faubion, 2011). 

Another anthropologist who exemplified observant participation  is  Carol  Delaney, 

who lived among Anatolian villagers and shared her experience in her book on symbolism of 

reproduction Seed and the Soil(1991). The reactions to the anthropologist and the reactions of 

the people need to be taken into account. Whether the field worker is aware of it or not, he or 

she is assigned a position through which he has access to some type of knowledge and not to 

other. Some can negotiate and get wider access, than others.“In order to learn about a Turkish 

village culture and to be accepted into the community I had to abide by their rules and live as 

they did. I had to learn how to dress, walk, sit, sleep, cook, eat, drink, bathe, relieve myself, 

and keep house as they did. I do not know to what extent I became a villager, but I surely had 

to live like one.” Delaney called this mode of life a ‘body training’, (1991, pp.28-29). Similarly, 

Faubion reflects: “As every fieldworker knows, in the end, only in and through practice–not 

merely ethical practice and linguistic practice included-can the capacity to participate be trans- 

formed into active competence…” (2011, p.102). 

While analyzing the results of my fieldwork I have come across another pertinent 

research question: How does identity relate to morality and ethics? Recently there has been 

a debate within anthropology about the previously set-aside, but presently re-occurring topic 

of morality. James Laidlaw in The Subject of Virtue(2013) introduces some new departures in 

anthropology pertaining to the re-discovery of relevant moral concepts. One of the problems is 

that modern social theory tends to approach ethics as if it were “a superficial, marginal, illusory, 

or fraudulent dimension of social life” (2013, p.2). 

Nevertheless, anthropological fieldwork provides insights contrary to the logic included 

in such statements. “Everywhere human conduct is pervaded by an ethical dimension – by 

37 Others might have called her an ‘informant’, I do not support the wide spread use of this term, since it could 
be implying using a person for the purpose of extracting a certain piece of information, as if that was all there is 
to a person, from whom we can be learning. 
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questions of the rightness and wrongness of actions, of what we owe to each other, of the kind 

of persons we think we are or aspire to be – so it is an inescapable part of what anthropologists 

study” (Laidlaw, 2013, p.1). The discipline will have to analyze the empirical, comparative 

ethnographic examples to make headway (Laidlaw, 2013, p.2). 

How well people fulfill the expectations of their society is another question raised by 

Laidlaw. The meeting of expectations seems to be one of the indicators of how much individu- 

als value their moral belonging to their particular community. It became a significant factor in 

researching Lahij perceptions of identity.38
 

In order to reach better analysis of morality Jarrett Zigon (2008) recommends a more 

experiential approach. The discipline “needs to move in direction of increasingly important … 

study of local moralities: how the peoples we study conceive of, negotiate and practice moral- 

ity in their everyday lives” ( 2008, p.3). Would the locals agree that the issues described as 

morality by the anthropologist are really their own morality? This portrays the tension between 

the emic and etic point of view. “The job of the anthropologist is to discern by means of deep 

ethnographic research what does and does not make up the moral world of their informants” 

(Zigon, 2008, pp. 18-19). 

Zigon argues that zooming in on moral breakdown will help us understand the topic 

better. It is during the crisis that the divide between morality and ethics transpires (Zigon, 2008, 

p.17). The research in Lahij is taking place in a time of shifting and clarifying of identity. The 

economic crisis, coupled with the time of nation building propagating the titular Azeri language, 

which is displacing their mother tongue, create dilemmas for the people of Lahij. This is caused 

partially by economic pressures shaking the stability of the traditional trades and crafts and 

customary way of life. On one hand, there is validity to Zigon’s claim of ethical dilemmas being 

intensified during the crisis; on the other hand, the research on the Lahij community suggests 

that daily life is not free of moral dimensions and choices either. 

The modern rationalized society is framed as “resulting from the separation of fact and 

value. To some extent facts are equated with rationality and values with irrationality” (Weber, 

cited in Zigon, 2008, p. 37). Zigon, to avoid offending the recent sensibilities, replaced ‘fact’ 

 
 

38 Faubion defines this discrepancy between the theoretical ideal and praxis as “the significant difference be- 
tween code and practice” (Faubion, 2011, p. 58). 
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with ‘practice’ and the rejected term ‘value,’ with ‘meaning’ (Zigon, 2008, p. 37). Analogously, 

the concept of virtue in contemporary society might be thought as obsolete. Virtue, a topic, 

which has been cast away as outdated, has been “returning as a concept to the anthropological 

discourse ” (Zigon, 2008, p. 25.) The practice of virtues deserves our attention since it seems 

to be an inseparable focus of belonging to the Lahij community. 

This work is the result of a long-term stay in Azerbaijan.39 Cultural immersion made 

the research experiential and allowed first hand access to places and situations that otherwise 

would have remained hidden behind many walls. Living on land offered me the chance to get 

over significant barriers by learning the Azeri language and then southwest Iranian Tat, or the 

Lahij language. I consider fluency in national and local languages as a necessary pre-requisite 

to being able to recognize and understand the perspective of an insider. 40
 

The anthropological field research methods used to begin to understand the emic point 

of view were observant participationt, open-ended interviews and narrative analysis.41 This 

research was based on a summer immersion within the Lahij community in 2013, as well as on 

multiple field trips within the three years of 2012-2015. Some fieldwork took place through the 

welcome opportunity to visit repeatedly during regular holidays.42 Observant participation was 

most intense during the summer of 2013 at the time of Ramazon and after. 

My concern was finding a hosting situation in which there would be no awkwardness 

because of me, a foreign woman in a Muslim community, interacting in an expected way with 

the men in the family. I was not confident in my ability to be constantly aware and capable of 

behaving appropriately and respectfully to match the standard of the local women, for whom 

such behavior is natural and habitual.43 After expressing mypreference for renting a room from a 

 
 

39 Over the time of seven consecutive years. 
40 Another asset to the long, involved process of learning was an opportunity to be enrolled in Azerbaijani 
university studies. While simultaneously being enrolled at UBVA in Prague, my three years of doctoral studies 
in Azeri as the first Czech doktorant tecrubeci (doctoral student on practice) at AUL (Azerbaijan University of 
Languages), allowed glimpses of national views while participating in classes, seminars and field trips with the 
regular Azerbaijani students of regional studies. 
41 The environment of the societies characterized by oral tradition are based on interpersonal relationships, 
whether with family or neighbors. Since these communities did not have writing, new ways of research had to 
be invented and attention had to be given to nuances of the life of natives (Levi-Strauss, 2002, pp.22-29). The 
anthropological methods of participant observation, narrative analysis and interview, which will be used in this 
work fall into that category. 
42 This gave me a chance to travel and be like other Lahijans, who live elsewhere and return home for the 
Novruz celebration. 
43 For example, they do not turn their face to men, or, unlike in Baku, do not even shake a man’s hand. 
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woman with no family, a community leader arranged for me to stay with a widow in her nineties, 

who required someone to stay with her at night. Her relatives were glad to be relieved from that 

responsibility for a time. It was a comfortable arrangement, as the hostess would say, Qısmət ə 

Xudoyi! (Good gifts are from God! Or: God sent a portion.) Having a peaceful home in which 

I could process information after eventful days was integral to learning as much as possible. 

Finding a suitable, seasoned mentor was crucial. It was Z.X., a neighbor from Ərəgit 

məhəllə, in her seventies and looked up to by the whole Lahij community. Although, as a learner 

of the language and practices of Lahij, I considered all the Lahij people to be my teachers, Z.X., 

with her experience, energy, keen mind and caring attitude, became my key to unlocking the 

Lahij ways. My nickname became Ziborə dımi (tail of Zibo), because I followed her everywhere 

she went. Z.X. was willing to instruct me in pragmatic matters such as how to dress appropri- 

ately for mourning, how much money or gifts were right for a particular wedding party, and so 

on. Our arrangement and my increasing knowledge of the local mother tongue allowed me to 

blend in (not be singled out as a stranger for whom a different performance was needed). 

After each event we attended, I wrote my observations down, and I was free to ask her 

about the meaning of different details and her perception. I could be a part of not only social 

events, but also her work tasks of baking, taking her bread to be sold, shopping, picking herbs, 

gardening, hiking to visit her relative in the nearby Boğ Mijə, picking blackberries on the moun- 

tainside, etc. I was able to interview people of different ages, social statuses and both sexes; 

however, I admit that the variable factor in this research is who I am44 and who Z.X. was, as my 

main resource and guide. The character and life of my teacher, especially pertaining to Lahij 

identity, will be introduced in the section on family called The Resilient Baker in 4. Chapter. 

In the interviews45, my goals pertained to identity, and discovering what is meaningful 

to the Lahij people, so my questioning was open ended, allowing for the creative opportunity to 

take the conversation where the interviewee wished. Sometimes the direction of further inves- 

tigative questions was initiated by questions the locals asked me first. For example, a single 

lady, who previously shared with me some Lahij proverbs and sayings, met me by chance on 

44 This means a language learner, mother of four in her fifties in a cross-cultural marriage, who has traveled 
and was immersed in different cultures. 
45 Alena Oberfalzerová in Nomads and Metaphors, emphasizes that an effective interview depends on the nat- 
uralness of the situation; informal atmosphere helps to encourage genuine responses. She was aware that the rural 
Mongolian women recognize sincerity and that it is crucial to gain their trust first (Oberfalzerová, 2006, p.24). 
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the street and asked as a matter of fact, “Does your husband ever beat you?” 

I answered without hesitation, “No!”. But I became aware that this particular topic was 

not considered a taboo or even a strange issue in their daily conversation. I began to observe 

clues leading to issues that are casual to them, but sensitive for Westerners, and understanding 

how this dynamic plays out in the life of their community. 

Part of my learning about the insider versus outsider mentality and belonging was that 

the Lahij people felt the need to invent and perpetuate a story that I must have had a Lahij father. 

To them, the fact I could communicate with them in Löyji, (the Lahij language) demanded that 

I belong in a patrilineal way to their patriarchal society. The widow I stayed with confided in 

me that she would like to see me as her “adopted” daughter, because so many of her children 

died while very young, and we got along well. To the “father story” I would answer that my 

landlady wanted to be known as my wish-to-be mother, but people made their own sense of 

circumstances, in spite of the obvious reality. 

The pertinent question pertaining to my relationship with them was asked several times. 

They would say, “You dress like us, you live with us, and speak our language, you like our food, 

you even know our blessings and use them in a timely manner, so why would you not become 

a Muslim?” I answered them honestly, saying that although I respect their religious ways and 

their ethics, which, of course, I would like to be able to understand even better, I do not intend 

to be converted. Seeing how strong in preferences and convictions the Lahij people are, perhaps 

they are still hoping that some day I will come to my senses and choose the best way, their way. 

Similarly they might imagine that I will realize that their desire for me to have a Lahij father is 

quite reasonable within their inner logic. 

One vendor, with whom my husband and I had a conversation during holidays, made 

a humorous suggestion, “You have stayed in Ərəgit and Zəvərö məhəllə, but it would be better 

for you to stay with each Lahij family at least once to be fair to all of us.” I took that as an 

affirmative comment and proof of their hospitality. However, if it came to it, I could get away 

from such an obligation by mentioning that I doubt that my husband would give me permission. 

Although the people knew about the purpose of my stay, conduct of research, I tried to 

contribute to building a comfortable atmosphere, and lead to the topics regarding which I was 
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seeking answers naturally, so my interviews resembled a conversation. Many of them happened 

while sitting on the ground drinking tea. Gates in Lahij are always open into the courtyard, and 

as you pass by, people invite you in to drink tea and usually try to feed you a full meal, as well. 

Their hospitality is warm and cannot be matched by Baku or other large cities. Partially this is 

due to the courtesy of a small community, normally with no strangers around. 

Sometimes I was going somewhere for a particular purpose and would not have time to 

stop and visit, when invited. The acceptable polite way to decline is to say Xudo vəronı, which 

loosely translates to If God wills, meaning perhaps another time, if it works out, or, in the Lahij 

way of thinking, if God allows it. In spite of my earnest attempts, I have not always managed to 

conform to their norms of behavior. On two occasions as a guest I was able to help to prepare 

food and join three other ladies in washing the formidably high piles of dishes in the backyard. 

Some members of the family who invited me, would joke, “We will always invite you, we like 

a working guest!” and Tı ye dəneyyi! or, you are one of a kind. In a very real way they were 

providing a space for me to differ from them and still be able to have active part in their events. 

On some occasions, the fact that I am foreign and considered different meant that I was 

assumed to have an unlimited range of possibilities. Once K., the son of my mentor Z.X. was 

happy to see me, and the following conversation took place: 

K: “I have been waiting for you, you are the one who can help me. I have found a beau- 

tiful pony through the Internet in Turkey, and I want you to go with my brother Y. to bring it 

through Georgia. It would take about one to two weeks, and we have a truck to do it.” 

G: “Why me?” 

K: “You have traveled everywhere and know many languages.” 

G: “But I am not a man! ” 

K: “Oh, I understood that all along, but you are better than ten men. ” 

G: “Wow, thank you for your confidence, but I am married and you are asking me to 

drive alone with another man for a long time. I do not think my husband would give me per- 

mission to do that. By the way, I believe you yourself can do it better than me, especially as a 

local on the border crossing.” 

That finally let me off the hook without him losing face, but I learned that he did not 
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conceive of my limits on time or my obligations. He saw that I could be the answer to one of his 

needs, and so he tried to persuade me. He said, “I would do anything for you here, so why could 

you not bring the pony?” Two local men eventually brought in the very pony, from Trabzon. 

Taking photos, as the documentation shows, was also limited by the frame within which 

the women from Lahij function. There are plentiful pictures of old women and the girls and 

some single women, but almost none of the young and middleaged married women, since they 

would not agree to have them taken.46 Men had no issues with their photographs. Some would 

even pose voluntarily and then expect that I print and give them the picture, which I have tried 

to do with mixed success as a part of returning the kindness and hospitality of the community. 

The above mentioned is an account of the different aspects of living in Lahij and inter- 

actions and relationships with the local people foreshadows the way they see different parts of 

their identity and how they separate the concept of “us” and “others.” It also shows how they 

handle unusual cases to make them fit within the Lahij worldview. 

Furthemore, narrative analysis, as an anthropological method, is used to deepen the 

understanding of the values and meanings the local community holds as significant to who they 

think they are and want to be (i.e. their concepts of identity). Narratives are common means 

of communicating the “experiences and interpretations”. “The narrative portrays ‘the good’ of 

a situation and conceptualizes it; since it recognizes both the subjective and social element it 

is open to effective analysis. It offers ‘more nuanced and useful form of reasoning’ than the 

so called objective rationality biomedicine emphasizes in its contemporary discourse” (Zigon, 

2008, p.117). 

Lahij, unlike Baku, turned out to be a rich source of narratives. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 

deal directly with different aspects of Lahij identity and are illustrated with appropriate nar- 

ratives, which tend to reflect its inhabitants’attitudes, ideals, values, goals and virtues. They 

help to reveal what their community perceives as meaningful. The in-situ method of observant 

participation and proficiency in Lahij language precipitated the documentation and analysis of 

the practices and discourse involved. 

The present work is divided into five chapters. In order to be able to enter into exploration 
 

 

46 The sensitive things women shared, which they did not want to be published are not included here. An at- 
tempt was made to protect the privacy of the locals by using only initials for the identification of the interviewees. 
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of Lahij, some background information is provided. 

1. Azerbaijan at the Identity Crossroad, thus presents the sociolinguistic climate of 

Azerbaijan as an aftermath of the process of nation building. The main argument is that the 

topic of marginalized minorities is the next relevant step in the progression of socio-linguistic 

research. This means shifting the focus from the powerful entities and titular identity to the 

heart languages47 of various ethnic groups. 

Some underlying motivation of the national politics of Sovietization surfaces as its legacy 

is examined. The post-Soviet time in Azerbaijan also yields some parallels with Central Asia. 

The historical sketch and present situation are drawn from the perspective of a search first for 

the national and later multiple ethnic identities, while balancing between the powerful neigh- 

bors. Different language policies outside of Azerbaijan, in Europe and North America, provide 

contrasting examples. The patterns of domination and marginalization transpire through the 

case of the Azerbaijani minority in Iran and the Iranian minority in Azerbaijan. 

Several language policies for the protection of minorities have been penned, however, 

their implementation is problematic. The overarching goal of territorial integrity overrules other 

concerns. Are there signs of a new awareness of multiculturalism? Is there an intention to go 

past mere ‘tolerance?’ Could stable bilingualism be a viable solution to the endangerment of 

minority mother tongues in Azerbaijan? 

2. The People Who Were Labeled Tat, reveals the attitudes to ethnicity in relation 

to the Tat people, who did not participate in choosing their ethnonym. The ethnonym Tat first 

appeared in the Old Turkic runic inscriptions and its shades of meaning varied. Russian linguists 

decided the designations and divisions of the ‘Tat’ people. The reactions to the ethnonym reflect 

the dynamics of the outsider and insider points of view. 

The Mountain Jews offer their own perception to counter an attempt to erase their Jew- 

ishness. Some historians as Moses Bekker and Habib Levy have researched the history of Jewish 

diaspora and arrived at the same hypothesis. The presence of Jewish Diaspora was attested to 

in Caucasian Albania already through early apostolic Jerusalem connection. Although their 

history on the former territory of Azerbaijan was not yet systematized, few scattered references 

 
 

47 The heart language usually coincides with a mother tongue. It is the vernacular in which people prefer to 
communicate most meaningful, intimate, spiritual concepts i.e. the things closest to their heart. 
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were made throughout centuries. Some causes for migration routes of Jews and Lahij speakers 

of the Tat language can be outlined. 

The endangerment of the Tat language, which began with the Sovietization, continued 

under the construction of the Azerbaijani nation. What caused the overwhelming effacement of 

Tat identity shown in the demographic data from the 1939 census? Which factors contributed to 

the lack of sense of belonging to one Tat ethnic group and to an attitude of resignation? Acording 

to some hypothesis The Jewish and Muslim Tat might have had one origin. The research and 

the perceptions of the insiders do not always line up. 

Chapters 3-5 present the results of the fieldwork and finally take us to the settlement 

of Lahij. 

3. Craftsmanship and Creativity, opens with the narrative The Resilient Cobbler. 

This key story represents the current economic challenge and creative ability of Lahij masters 

to persistently overcome adversity. A specific way of life through diligence and craftsmanship 

offers closer understanding of their identity. Observant participation, interviews and narratives 

help to develop a sense for the Lahij way of life. In this way the role of the specific value system 

in balancing current demands through the process of an identity crisis comes to the forefront. 

The history of metallurgy in the Caucasus, especially the development of the trade of 

coppersmithing starts with the prosperous medieval past of cottage industries. Our present days, 

however, pose the actual dilemmas of economical survival. What role do work ethics play in 

the life of Lahij? 

A Lahij women’s agency brought about the carpet weaving revival. What are the visible 

results and possible implications of this development? Certain changes in family circumstances 

are caused by women’s new opportunities and men’s search for work abroad. Do the responses 

to encounters with liberal sets of rules outside of the boundaries differ according to gender? 

How do the locals view the future of craftsmanship? 

4. From Wedding to Mourning, presents vital aspects of identity through sharing of life 

cycle events and the responses of the neighborhood to daily situations. Interviews and narratives, 

which closely follow the core values, give voice to the people of Lahij and their expectations. 

Although ethical code within Lahij appears to be quite homogenous, some renegotiation 
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of customary ways is taking place. The shifts in values occur through an economical and identity 

crisis. Further adjustments relate to the changing status of women. 

Weddings, as the beginnings of new families, are considered the greatest celebrations 

involving intense community participation. Could certain elements of the wedding ceremony 

be traced to the substrate of Zoroastrian beliefs? How do the old customs and the freeing ten- 

dencies of today correlate? 

While the Lahij society is recognized as patriarchal, my research frames the triangle 

consisting of mother, son, and daughter-in-law as the real nucleus of the family. Particular 

dynamics are involved in its outworking. The narratives illustrate points of tension, which take 

place between the three persons. 

Within Lahij, loyalty and kindness to one’s marital partner are sought after. How do 

women perceive the ideal and reality in the qualities they desire in marital relationships? How 

does the town deal with the trespasses of an inproper behavior? Is there a bias in the expectations 

on the different genders? On one hand, child rearing aims for truthfulness and honesty. On the 

other hand, some lies are permitted. What is the cluster of reasoning behind their decisions? 

Reciprocity is shown through participation in celebrations. Through customary responses 

to grief the community shares the painful impact of loss through death. How meaningful is 

taking part in each other’s lives? 

5. From Fast to Feast, reveals different dimensions of religious identity through holidays 

and blessings. This focus on Lahij community festivals combines a threefold aim: to outline 

present practices of Islam, analyze the identity markers and explore ways in which some of the 

former religious thoughts and customs are manifested today. 

Shia Islam is the latest religious layer on the surface of Lahij perception. Previously 

other practices existed on this territory. Can the present outcome be defined in clear-cut terms, 

or are there some other currents underneath? 

The two contrasting markers of Lahij identity are Aşura for belonging to Shia Islam, 

versus Novruz, springing from Zoroastrian tradition. Although they emphasise opposite religious 

symbolism, both keep practicing their particular rituals. Are the Shia ways entrenched or still 

open to modification? What kind of Islam is presently practiced in Azerbaijan? 
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Keenly aware of the powerful influence of the spoken word in corresponding situations, 

Lahij has developed an elaborate set of blessings. Previously bypassed by researchers, some 

of them will be compared to their Azeri equivalents. What does the inner thread of blessings 

reveal about the religiousness of Lahijans? 
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1. Azerbaijan at the Identity Crossroad 

“Language is an anchor of identity. This is true for both the titular and the marginalized 

languages” (Fishman, 1968, p.75). 

For many years the minority issue was only a minute topic on the periphery of research. 

Therefore our current focus rightfully belongs to the ‘marginalized minorities.’ From the van- 

tage point of the governments involved this is a sensitive issue. Hidden behind many barriers, 

it becomes a costly course of study for western academic researchers. That is why long-term 

participant observation may add coherence to further the understanding of the ethno-linguistic 

processes in the ex-Soviet Azerbaijan. 

 
1.1. Nation Building 

 
1.1.1. The Methods of Sovietization 

Azerbaijan has inherited the longstanding legacy of Sovietization. Whether deliberately 

or on a subconscious level the newly independent republic has been profoundly shaped by its 

past experience. An overview of the driving motives and practices implemented in the shaping 

of USSR might somewhat clarify the understanding of present developments pertaining to the 

issues of multiple ethnicity within the state of Azerbaijan.48
 

In The Empire of Nations Francine Hirsh (2005) argues that nothing was more impor- 

tant to the Soviet agenda than the ‘national question.’ Bolsheviks even before 1917 condemned 

all forms of colonialism and called for the self-determination of the nations. This was a part of 

Lenin’s socialist experiment of implementing korenizaciya (indigenization). However, Russia’s 

need for Central Asian and Caucasus natural resources demanded the creation of the ‘national’ 

Soviet Republics. The Soviet Union granted the population ‘nationhood’ within the centralized 

power structure, as they claimed, without the imperialistic exploration of ‘the less developed 

people’ (Hirsh, 2005, p.5). Inspite of the rhetoric, the exploitation of natural resources was done 

by Soviets, disregarding the locals as that it was not possible for Soviet Russia to do without the 

Caucasus oil and Central Asian cotton. 

The ethnographers were sent out to study tribal cultures in order to maximize their ‘pro- 
 

 

48 Miroslav Hroch notes that “each nation, regardless of its given definition, has some connections to it’s past. 
Each researcher needs to ask about the significance of the events, which preceded the appearance of each modern 
nation” (Hroch, 2009,p.44). 
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ductive force’ to benefit the USSR. In 1920 the people groups without a developed nationalist 

mindset became the object of research. They were to be transformed into modern nations; this 

was another step ahead in bringing about the evolution from socialism to communism. According 

to the Marxist historical theory, the ‘state-sponsored evolutionism’ was to move them from the 

backward stage of feudalism. The regional elites, together with the ethnographers, decided which 

tribeswouldcome together andwhich languagewouldbecometheofficial one(Hirsh, 2005,pp.7-8). 

TheSovietnational-territorial delimitation wasaprocess whichtook placefrom 1924-1936. 

As a result, the Soviet Union constituted of 15 national republics. “By granting nationhood, the 

Bolsheviks stole from the nationalists their biggest card and ensured that the above-class alliance 

that was nationalism would become a socialist 49one” (Cummings, 2012, p.41). The separation of 

Non-Russian elements, which were a perceived threat of ‘genuine nationalist movements’, was 

to secure central control, averting, for example, the dangers of Pan-Turkism or Pan-Islamism 

(Cummings, 2012, p.40).50 This deliberate strategy confirms that the ‘divide and rule’principle 

served a deeper purpose for the thorough spread of Sovietization. 

In the South Caucasus the Ləzgi families were divided between Azerbaijan and Russia. 

Likewise, the Talış and even Azerbaijanis ended up living on opposite sides of the borders of 

different states, Azerbaijan and Iran, without ever being part of the deciding process. “The ethnic 

component of the Bolshevik project, furthermore, did not ‘stop’ at the drawing and naming of bor- 

ders: it used ethnicityas the cornerstone of socio-political transformation”(Cummings, 2012,p.39). 

The terminology describing ethnicities at different stages were narodnost (nationality), 

which was at the lower level of evolution, then a developed naciya (nation). The main ideologi- 

cal difference between the two was that a nation has developed a ‘national conscience’ (Hirsh, 

2005, p.10). Although Lenin offered the right of succession to the nations, he at the same time 

boosted their economy to persuade them to remain within the USSR. He dreamed that temporary 

national divisions would disappear when communism would take over. 

Lenin’s era of sympathetic indigenization was over when the rule was taken over by 
 
 

 

49 “Either way the indigenous becomes Sovietized” (Cummings, 2012, p.51). 
50 In Central Asia, for example, it would have made more practical sense to allow the Kazakh-Kirgiz entity or 
Uzbek –Tajik instead of separating the main tribes of the Fergana valley (Cummings, 2012, p.41). The North Cau- 
casus provides several analogous cases. At the carving out of Kabardino-Balkaria the Kabardins were put together 
with the Turkic Balkars, who were thus separated from their Karachay relatives, who instead were lumped with 
the unrelated Cherkess. 
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Stalin in 1929. He became notoriously known for bringing in the time of unprecedented terror. 

While Stalin’s constitution in 1937 granted the Azerbaijan SSR power over its territories, simul- 

taneously Moscow’s sovereignty over it was affirmed. 

Audrey L. Altstadt in The Azerbaijani Turks,(1992), argues that although natives were in 

leadership, the ‘indigenization’ aimed at central, not local power in Azerbaijan (Altstadt, 1992, 

p.123).51 Azerbaijan’s right to secede was confirmed by Articles 13 and 15. Moreover, Article 16 

was supposed to guarantee that no changes to the territory could be made without the republic’s 

consent. Despite these guarantees, attempts to secede were condemned as ‘counterrevolutionary’. 

The great terror era was dominated by purges. In Azerbaijan, exile, imprisonment and execution 

based on false accusations became common place (Altstadt, 1992, pp.129-130).52
 

Double assimilation was taking place. The Soviet Republics’ national cultures were 

first developed and then suppressed (Cummings, 2012, p.5). It involved first forming into larger 

nations and then into one Soviet nation (Hirsh, 2005, p.12). Stalin pronounced the Soviet cultures 

‘national in form, but socialist in content’ (Cummings, 2012, p.39). Strict ideological control was 

exerted over the elite institutions and researchers in all of the USSR. Scientists submitted and 

adjusted accordingly in order to avoid persecution. The officials tried to eradicate traditional 

cultures and tribal languages by hundreds to help them evolve into the next stage of the con- 

temporary nations. New official censuses, maps and museum exhibits were constructed with 

many ethnics missing from the picture (Hirsh, 2005, p.14). 

The Communist Party tightly controlled the political system while monopolizing the 

state and regime. Stalin’s naciya (nation) was a historically formed community of different tribes 

and ethnies, having a common territory, language and national consciousness.53
 

1.1.2. Balance Keeper 

Azerbaijan, the small but significant land, was labeled terra incognita. This shows both 

the fascination and the lack of available information on this post-Soviet, oil rich, Turkic state in 

 
 

51 “In fact power was held by Armenian Communist and pro-Russian Azerbaijanis with no concern for Azer- 
baijan’s well-being” (Altstadt, 1992, p.123). 
52 The ‘non-proletarian elements’ like landowners, merchants and intellectuals were exterminated and only 
peasants and workers as the two ‘communism-friendly classes’ have survived (Altstadt, 1992, p. 151). 
53 That is why according to his purpose the Jews did not qualify to be a nation since they lived in different 
places and spoke different languages (Hirsh, 2005, p.43). According to the Sovietizing movement, Birobidzhan 
(Jewish autonomous region in the remote Far East of Russia) was organized; however, it did not contain all the 
Jews, who remained dispersed. 
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the remote southern Caucasus.54 The geopolitical demands keep Azerbaijan constantly atten- 

tive to balancing its international relationships. Azerbaijan separates three key forces: Russia, 

Turkey and Iran, who were, and continue to be, intensely engaged in the pursuit of influence. 

Azerbaijan and Iran were one country during Median and Achaemenid time and the Iranian 

character remained dominant even after the arrival of Islam. In the eleventh century, under the 

Seljuk dynasty, the Oguz tribes arrived and brought a large number of Turkic speaking people 

(Swientochowski, 1995, p.1). 

While the resources of silk, cotton and copper presented a certain attraction, along 

with the prospect of colonizing the people, the strategic location of Azerbaijan was the main 

reason for Russian expansionism. Russia wanted a door to Iran and a position to outflank 

Turkey (Swientochowski, 1999, p.4).55 First Peter the Great in 1722, then Catherine the Second 

established Russian administration in the Caucasus Mountains. The Gulestan Treaty followed 

in 1812. In 1828, the Turkmenchay Peace split the territory along the Araxes River in two: the 

north under Russian domination, and the south belonging to Iran. Russia conquered northern 

Azerbaijan and set it under European rule, severing the course of historical development from 

Iran’s direct influence (Swientochowski, 1995, p.17). 

This division was done in a typical divide and rule mode. The will of the Azerbaijani 

people was not even acknowledged, let alone considered in the equation. Their branch of Islam 

also separated the Azerbaijani people behind the southern border from the northern Azerbai- 

janis. The south was predominantly Shia and the north, Sunni (Swientochowski, 1995, p.10). 

After Northern Azerbaijan was taken over by Russia it fell under the influence of European 

modernization. Iranian Azerbaijan, on the other hand, stayed under the traditional Islam. “A 

signal manifestation of the growing divergence was the rise of the intelligencia north of Araxes” 

(Swientochowski, 1995, p.25). 

Compared to its southern neighbor, Northern Azerbaijan also progressed in education and 

women’s rights. When the first democratic republic of Azerbaijan was created in 1918, it gave 

 
 
 

 

54 From the perspective of ethno-psychology and economical development, Azerbaijan fluctuates between the 
East, i.e. traditional Asia, and Europe, which is considered Western and modern. 
55 Russia was greatly interested in Persia. Russia kept army forces in the Caucasus. Persia represented a large 
market for Russian goods (Gombár, 1999, p.356). 
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women the unheard-of right to vote.56 Today independent Azerbaijan has a high education rate 

in titular Azeri for both men and women. The most pronounced difference between the language 

policies of the governments of Tehran and Baku is the promotion-versus-marginalization of the 

Azeri language.57 In Iran, the Azeri language has no official literary form.58
 

In spite of all the differences, we cannot set aside the fact that the Islamic Republic of 

Iran once was one with what is now the Republic of Azerbaijan. The two lands split by outside 

forces are still linguistically, historically, culturally and religiously intertwined. “Despite the 

division of the Azerbaijanis under separate and very different empires, they continued to interact 

as one intellectual and cultural sphere, and the commercial and family ties between the two 

populations remained vibrant” (Shaffer, 2002, p.43). 

Post-Soviet Azerbaijan, however, chose its identity. The Sunni religion, as well as the 

Oğuz branch of the Turkic language, forged a connection with Turkey. The Azerbaijanis had 

a natural bond with the Turks (Gombár, 1999, p.366). Russia was well aware of the danger of 

their combined strength, and a Russian commander penned some points of strategy, such as, 

“Maintain continuous state of dissension among their diverse nations and never forget that their 

unity could be fatal for us,” and “Absolutely prevent them from the possibility of links with 

Turkey and Persia” (Swientochowski, 1995, p.12). Despite the persistent and costly tug of war 

between Russia and Iran, the two Turkic nations still grew closer. 

The Azeri language is so close to Turkish that the two languages are mutually though 

unevenly intelligible.59 The idealistic pan-Turkic proposals flowing from Turkey are being ver- 

balized on the platforms of Baku universities like AUL (Azerbaijan University of Languages). 

Nevertheless, the enthusiasm seems to get stranded on the aspect of its practical outworking.60 

Many young Azerbaijanis choose to study in Turkish universities and some Turks come to 

 
 

56 Azerbaijan recently opened gender studies program at the Western University, led as an exception by a wom- 
an rector. In 2014 WU organized first international conference on the topic women and education. The few men 
present raised a complaint that women alone become the focus of the discussion of gender studies. The women 
leading the conference answered politely, but firmly, “Perhaps it is to make up for the many years of silence.” 
57 The terms Azerbaijani and Azeri have been used interchangeably in the past. To avoid possible vagueness and 
confusion the designation Azeri will refer to the language and Azerbaijani to the state, republic or national identity. 
58 Northern Azerbaijan has a very high literacy rate, while some southern Azerbaijanis are still illiterate. 
59 Azeri speakers are far more inclined to understand Turkish than vice versa. This is mostly due to language 
attitude viewing Turkish as a more prestigious variety of the two. The Azerbaijani people also have frequent ex- 
posure to Turkish via TV programs. 
60 For example, if there were a unified Turko-Azeri language would it say “Sigara içmek” – (to drink a ciga- 
rette) as is proper in Turkish, or “Siqaret çəkmək” (to suck a cigarette), as in Azeri? 



41 
 

 

study in Baku. AUL hosts Turkish students majoring in English. Turkey has helped Azerbaijan 

tangibly to make an effective and fast switch from the Cyrillic61 alphabet to the Latin one. Still, 

Azerbaijan is smaller and weaker than Turkey, a long time rival of both Russia and Iran. That 

is partially why the Azerbaijani people decided to take a stand for who they are. They chose to 

have an ethnonym different from their powerful Turkish neighbor. Unlike Atatürk’s movement 

to cleanse Turkish from old loan words in the interwar period, Azerbaijanis after 1991 decided 

not to completely purge their language of its domesticated Persian and Arabic components. 

All the motions Azerbaijan had to go through swung between different issues leading 

to polarized choices. At first, before the final alphabet change on December 22,1992, the gov- 

ernment declared Turkish to be the state language, not Azeri (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, 

p.195). The Popular Front was “restoring historic justice” to their nation, which was Turkish 

until 1937, when Stalin’s constitution erased that. Then under the government of Heydər Əliyev, 

the Azeri language was identified as the official state language of Azerbaijan and as the main 

symbol of its independence (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, p.196). 

“The Azeri language thus acts as a prominently ideologized symbol of Azerbaijan and 

its titular ethnicity, as one might expect in a state where nationhood and the nation largely 

coincide” (Fishman, 1968, p. 43). The nationalism of the six post-Soviet Muslim states won over 

other loyalties so that all citizens would be firmly unified. The six states differ in particulars, 

but share one basic emphasis: primary focus on the initial nation-building the language becomes 

the means for re-identification (Landau and Heinkele, 2001, pp.3-7).62
 

Landau and Heinkele contrasted the docile responses of other Central Asian republics 

to Moscow’s instructions to Azerbaijan’s assertiveness.63 On September 23, 1989, Azerbaijan 

became the first Muslim republic in the Soviet Union to declare its sovereignty; on October 5, 

1991, it proclaimed its independence, adopting a new constitution in November 1995. Maintaining 

the same bureaucratic system, new local government officials simply replaced the former ones. 

This system was characterized by strong-handed authoritarian governance and a preference for 

stability over openness (Landau and Heinkele, 2001, p.12). 

61 Bolukbasi saw the implementation of the Cyrillic alphabet as means of severing ties between Turkey and 
Turkic republics (Bolukbasi, 2014, p.47). 
62 The national leaders had to choose between poly-ethnic diversity and mono-ethnic supremacy” (Landau, 
Heinkele, 2001, p.11). 
63 The Azeri language already achieved a special status in 1936, which adds support to this argument. 
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The leaders in the five Central Asian countries all opted to keep a ‘safe measure’ of 

authoritarianism. Civil societies and NGO’s are often shut down (Cummings, 2012, p.64). The 

Post-Soviet systems closed to competitors were being perpetuated, adding predictability to the 

elections (Cummings, 2012, p.69). The political space is being de-ethnicised and the regional 

interests and identities are downplayed (Cummings, 2012, p.73) Security concerns have an upper 

hand over human rights agendas (Cummings, 2012, p.82). 

Svante E.Cornell in Azerbaijan Since Independence (2011, remarked) that the way Azer- 

baijan with Heydər Əliyev’s son İlham Əliyev in leadership has a difficult time seeing the fairness 

of European pressure. Azerbaijan is appalled that European human rights activists, on one hand, 

seem to condemn the predictable election system and corruption;64 on the other hand, they do 

not seem to be moved by the fate of the thousands of refugees from Qarabağ (Cornell, 2011). 

The magnetism of the cult of personality from the previous era also displayed its irre- 

sistible pull in the time of newfound independence. In Azerbaijan this is most visible in the 

case of the veneration of the father figure of President Heydər Əliyev. He rose to the position 

of being the deputy head of the Azerbaijani KGB in 1964 and then the head of the Communist 

party. In 1982 he became a deputy prime minister of USSR. And though under Soviets Heydər 

Əliyev was “the most senior official of Muslim origin,”… he “was without doubt a champion of 

his republic’s rights, and both oversaw and endorsed a national revival” (Cornell, 2011, p.45).65 

Cornell explains that the president’s powerful personality prevented the development of other 

politicians (Cornell, 2011, p.104). H. Əliyev strove to stay on the good side of Russia to stay in 

power, which was a move toward independence. 

Some of the reasons were that he “achieved strategic wonders, given the conditions that 

existed” (Cornell, 2011, p.104). Əliyev returned the country to a functioning economical state by 

stabilizing it. He dealt decisively with the Qarabağ crisis by achieving a ceasefire, when Elçibəy’s 

APF (Azerbaijani Popular Front) government could not solve the crisis. Heydər Əliyev’s most 

remarkable success, however, falls into the area of foreign diplomacy. Heydər Əliyev signed the 

contract of the century on behalf of the oil industry and improved relationships with the West. 

While Armenia became a puppet of Russia, and Georgia, with an attitude of rebellion, has had 
 

 

64 The issues of government sucession and corruption do not seem to be perceived as grave offences by the 
government. This is strategic, because the control over voting ensures the much needed stability. 
65 In 1987 Gorbachev removed him. 
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a traumatic relationship with Russia, Azerbaijan managed and continues to keep a respectful 

distance. As a result, there are no Russian army forces within the new republic. 66
 

The visible attributes to Heydər Əliyev as ‘the father of the nation,’ analogous to Atatürk 

in Turkey, abound. There are many parks and sports complexes named after him as well as his 

portraits, statues and quotes. There is a special celebration of the birthday of Heydər Əliyev, 

“Flower Day,” 10th of May when thousands of manats67  are poured into lavish displays of 

flowers in the center of Baku (Kazimova, 2011,p.61). This tendency, though, is reasonably mild 

in comparison to what was done in Turkmenistan by the first president Saparmurat Niyazov.68 

The feeling that the titular nations somehow remained still within the Soviet system 

persisted long into the post-Soviet era (Cummings, 2012, p.103). The form of Uzbek Karimov’s 

regime is “very much in the Soviet mold” (Cummings, 2012, p.113). In a way parallel to Central 

Asia, Azerbaijan seems to be also entrenched in a semi-authoritarian way of running the country. 

“The bigger danger with political culture arguments is that post-Soviet Central Asian leaders, 

already steeped in the essentialist ethnography of the Soviet era, use those very arguments to 

repress and stifle contestation…”(Cummings, 2012, p.67). The new state histories seem to flow 

in a circular motion, returning to their old patterns. 

Formation of national identity was enhanced by the development of literary language 

through the introduction of the Latin alphabet (Swientochowski, 1995, p.113).69 Russia aimed to 

separate Azeris from other Turks by linguistic70 Russification and enforced the Cyrillic alphabet 

as the official one in 1940. In January 1993, with the new Azerbaijani independence, a crucial 

decision was made to use simplified Latin script (Swientochowski, 1999, p.17). The Turkish 

government was eager to help to bring the reform about. Turkish teachers, textbooks and printers 

were generously provided (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, p.192). While proclaiming a breach 
 

66 Cornell atributes this to H. Əliyev’s friendship with Putin, who was also involved in the KGB (Cornell, 
2011). Perhaps the fact that H. Əliyev formerly held higher rank raised the level of Putin’s respect as well. 
67 As of summer 2015, a manat is almost equal to a dollar in the rate of exchange. 
68 The President of Turkmenistan started by eliminating opponents and closing libraries and Internet cafes. He 
erected golden statues of himself, exchanged the name of January for his own, replaced the word bread with the 
name of his mother, and made himself a part of the national anthem (Cummings, 2012, p.57). 
69 Azerbaijan hosted the First Soviet Turkological Congress in Baku in 1926 featuring the transformation of 
the alphabet into a Latin one. The alphabet reform declared in 1924 was impressively successful at introducing 
literacy. The literacy ratio in 1926 was 25.2 %, in 1931 31.4% and in 1933 50.9%. In 1959, it reached almost 
complete victory at 97% among adults. Kemalist Turkey followed Azerbaijan in their trailblazing experience of 
using the Latin alphabet in 1928 and forbade the use of Arabic alphabet (Swientochowski, 1999, p.17). 
70 Russians in the 19th century exploited Azerbaijan by extracting resources, but did not hold much ground in 
the cultural life. 
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with Russia and growing rapprochement to Turkey, Azerbaijan still chose independence. Even 

though Azerbaijan switched to the Latin alphabet, it kept three additional letters, x, q and ə, 

which are not a part of the Turkish script. While Azerbaijanis are similar to Turks, they prefer 

to be separate since they are keenly aware of their distinct identity. 

Azerbaijan discovered valuable natural resources and became a magnet for foreign 

involvement. Investors arrived bringing their cultural baggage. Azerbaijanis, who still kept their 

specific culture, perceived foreign ways apprehensively as the word qərb (west) in its adjecti- 

val form qərib also means strange. Nevertheless, industrialization and globalization brought 

multiple changes. The economy was boosted through the oil boom. Baku used to be a “sleepy 

harbor on the Absheron Peninsula”, but suddenly gained the highest increase in population in the 

former Russian empire (Swientochowski, 1995, p. 20). The population of Baku was inevitably 

transformed by modernization. As “the center of oil extraction, Baku became cosmopolitan in 

character, known for its high rate of criminality and strong workers’ and underground move- 

ments” (Gombár, 1999, p.366). 

Russians multiplied their presence in Baku in a quest for profit from the oil boom. 

The gravity of the Nagorno-Qarabağ conflict (1992-4), in which Russia supported Armenia, 

finally closed the door to Russia’s participation in Azerbaijan. During the war with Armenia, 

both Turkey and Iran immediately stood with Azerbaijan by securing the common borders 

against the Armenians. Iran also provided food and shelter for the Azerbaijani refugees who 

fled through Naxçıvan. 

However, Iran sharply turned around and drew close to Armenia due to strong feelings 

of a single identity between the two divided halves of Azerbaijan. These examples show how 

extremely complicated it is for Azerbaijan to be constantly adjusting and balancing according to 

unending demands of its powerful neighbors. The internal challenge was to create and establish 

a unified Azerbaijan. 

In the year 2015 the stage of establishing an Azeri-Turkic state identity, with the Azeri 

language as its main symbol, seems to be thoroughly accomplished. Fierman, (2009), compared 

Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan and concluded that the transition to Azeri was much smoother than 

the one to Khazakh. This is true as far as fighting the Russian dominance, but has been any- 
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thing but smooth, overcoming deep conflicting problems of divided interests while striving for 

unity and territorial integrity. In fact, the time of the painful birth of the Azerbaijani nation 

was followed by a devastating war over Nagorno-Qarabağ with Armenia, which continues to 

persist in the form of a frozen conflict. This is a strain especially on the internally displaced 

people (IDP) from Qarabağ, whose life in the refugee camps consists of long waiting to return 

to their occupied homes. 

Another two separatist movements shook the stability of Azerbaijan: in 1990 the Ləzgi, 

neighboring Russia, and in 1993 the Talış, bordering Iran. Azerbaijan promptly settled the two 

key threats to territorial integrity. At the same time the state desires to be far from discriminatory 

to its minorities, unlike the Iranian treatment of their southern Azerbaijani relatives. 

An interesting case of a ‘minority language’ is the attitude to Russian language in 

Azerbaijan. Many sociolinguistic studies were devoted to the topic of the battle fought by the 

government against the overwhelming influence of the Russian language. There is one residual 

dilemma about how to address the Russian language. Azerbaijani sociolinguist Jalə Qəribova 

questioned whether it is correct to call Russian a minority language. In reality the Azerbaijanis 

never fought against the richness, the poetical side, the research resourcefulness and the com- 

municability of the Russian language. They can appreciate and make a good use of these assets 

even today. Perhaps they are freer to enjoy the Russian language even more now, when it lost 

its stigma as a political tool of domination.71
 

Minority can also be perceived as a threat, but not for its military might or overwhelming 

size. In this case Azerbaijanis were on the receiving end of the large, imperial attitude of the 

Russians during their colonial time. Then who was the real foe of Azerbaijani identity? The 

Russian peasants from the village of Ivanovka, who decided to stay within the new Turkic state? 

The millions of ordinary Russian citizens, who do not have a say in politics? It was the supe- 

riority complex on the part of the mega nation toward the local population they marginalized. 

 
 

71 The problem was not in the language as such, but in the attitude it conveyed to the locals. William Fier- 
man pointed out the uneven bilingualism between Russian and Azeri. Although the Azeri people spoke Russian, 
the Russians mostly did not desire to learn Azeri. According to the European Charter on Regional or Minority 
Languages, “a minority language has a small territory, uncertain prospects for survival, and limited potential for 
development” (Tabouret-Keller, 1992, ch.22, p.337). The huge and prosperous Russian language cannot fit even 
one of these three “Cinderella tiny shoe” characteristics. To draw the bottom line, mega languages English and 
Russian are associated with their colonial, expansive past. Their present power till this day evokes a feeling of 
intimidation. This is yet another trait contrasting sharply with the essence of minority. 
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1.2. Minorities  
 

1.2.1. Mono - Versus Multilingualism 

In research, the preoccupation with large and powerful entities has been the legacy of 

the Soviet and post-Soviet time. Since the fall of Communism in 1991 brought independence to 

the six Soviet Muslim Republics, research has been focused overwhelmingly on the establishing 

of the titular nations. While the national languages became the main symbol of the independent 

national identity, the new states still had to battle the dominating power of the Russian lan- 

guage. Their struggles had similar characteristics. However, not all of the Central Asian and 

Caucasus countries progressed at the same speed, and they have reached varied success in the 

implementing of their state policies. Jacob M. Landau and Barbara Kellner-Heinkele, (2001), as 

well as William Fierman, (2009), analyzed the different cases of Central Asian states. 

Fierman concluded that Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan accomplished the goal of the 

preeminence of their titular Turkic languages best of all. In Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan, the 

position of the titular language has been secured. Consequently, the transition into the next “post- 

nation building” stage could be on the near horizon and a new paradigm may be emerging. My 

proposition is that the topic of identity shift and language loss is crucial to the survival of some 

relict cultures and their mother tongues. The accelerated and all-permeating presence of titular 

language competes strongly with native tongues, which, if left alone, could soon disappear.72
 

The most noticeable change within Azerbaijan since it gained its independence has to do 

with prioritizing the status of the titular language. The Azeri language became the emblem of 

the new national identity of Azerbaijan. Fierman examined the progress of titularizing respective 

Turkic languages in the countries of Central Asia and wrote a comparative study on Kazakhstan 

and Azerbaijan. He concluded that Kazakhstan had to struggle much harder, because Azerbaijan 

was far more homogenized in the use of the Azeri language. Fierman has decided that in his 

study he would not address the minorities, since they constitute fewer than 10% of the whole 

population.73 He also observed that the statistics of the time of nation building had the purpose 

of justifying the promotion of the featured goal of establishing the titular language. History 
 

72 Some progressive leaders are beginning to desire change of attitude leading from passive assimilation to 
active integration. 
73 Cummings responded to the topic of minorities in a similar way:“Space does not allow us to go into any of 
these groups in detail here…”(Cummings, 2012, p.107) 
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seems to support his line of argument. In retrospect, it becomes apparent that this tendency 

existed already under the Soviet domination. 

Fierman concluded that Azerbaijan was ‘more mono-ethnic’ than Kazakhstan (Fierman, 

2009, p.75-105). Let us examine this comparison in its particular context. At the time of new 

independence Kazakhstan had only two major language groups, the Slavic one, consisting of 

Russians and Ukrainians, and the Turkic one. Uzbek, Kirgiz and their closest linguistic relatives 

Karakalpak represented Turkic people. Consequently, only the Slavs (i.e. Russians and Ukrain- 

ians) opposed the Turkic-Kazakh language. Most of these nationalities living in Kazakhstan 

had a motherland elsewhere and thus did not present a threat of claiming their ancestral lands. 

Fierman confessed to setting his article within the framework of bypassing the historical aspect 

and multiethnic diversity of Azerbaijan. Since the struggle against the Russian language was 

already a large topic, the minorities ended outside the scope. However, if we honestly desire to 

look at the cultural and linguistic complex reality of Azerbaijan today, we must acknowledge 

the minorities. 

The Republic of Azerbaijan claims to be rich in multi-ethnicity. Did Azerbaijan already 

pass into a stage when all the ethnic groups, the small, smaller and smallest ones, have solidi- 

fied into a monolith? It is true that the Azerbaijani minorities are weak in number, as the term 

inherently implies. Nonetheless, the image Azerbaijan projects is one of tolerance toward the 

various ethnic groups, even up to small endemic Xınalıq, lately basking in the spotlight. 

Let us consider the colorful picture of Azerbaijan. The field surveys led by John M. 

Clifton confirmed that Azerbaijan is a mutilingual country (Clifton, 2002, vol.2, p.1). Even 

today Azerbaijan in comparison to Kazakhstan has a far more complicated multi-ethnic reality. 

Nevertheless, that is precisely one of the intriguing features of Azerbaijan. Surprisingly enough, 

in spite of the centralizing force of building the Azerbaijani nation, the people groups have not 

yet been completely absorbed. 

1.2.2. Symbolism and Reality 

The core concern of minorities in present Azerbaijan does not pertain to the unrealistic 

dream of separate nationhood. Instead, it is a pragmatic question about the future of their mother 

tongues parallel to the promoted Azeri language within the multilingual Azerbaijan. 
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In his penetrating article “ Framing language policy in post-Soviet Azerbaijan: political 

symbolism and interethnic harmony” from 2011, Kyle L.Markquardt aimed at a deeper under- 

standing through on-land interviews with key political figures and revealed the symbolic nature 

of sociopolitical terminology in Azerbaijan. At first the word framing itself could be perceived 

as having a shade of negativity, but the author actually diplomatically compliments the gov- 

ernment: “…although lip service is being paid to maintain diversity, minorities are expected 

to adopt a civic identity that is largely the same as an ethnic Azerbaijani identity.” This helps 

to benefit from both “multicultural and nationalistic language policy”while avoiding extremes 

(Marquardt, 2011, p.182). 

Marquardt argues that a multicultural approach within the inner logic of the government 

would be counter-productive, awarding the secessionist ethnic groups. On the other hand, extreme 

nationalism could provoke Russia and ethnic unrest. From 1993 to 2014 Heydər and İlham Əliyev 

of the Yeni Azərbaycan (New Azerbaijan) party, present an image of protecting “both the Azer- 

baijani people and the interethnic harmony” (Marquardt, 2011, p.181). They mention diversity, 

while not really being engaged in its pursuit. The Əliyevs have avoided many potential clashes 

of interest through their symbolic terminology. They did not desire to repeat the mistakes of 

their heavy-handed predecessors, when as the result of the intense Turkic nationalistic policies 

two minority separatist uprisings took place. 

Keeping those costly experiments in mind, the Əliyevs could talk about the preemi- 

nence of the Azeri language and interethnic harmony in the same breath. They express a sense 

of accomplishment when they proclaim the “seamless integration of the ethnic groups” into 

Azerbaijan (Marquardt, 2011, p.188). Simultaneously, they can point out the cultural diversity as 

one of the definite assets of their country. However, this does not imply promotion of different 

languages, since that would be considered counter-productive because of the secessionist dan- 

gers. The state “provides largely symbolic support for minority language revitalization alongside 

strong practical incentives for learning Azerbaijani” (Marquardt, 2011, p.190). 

The coexistence of seemingly contradictory claims about diversity and unity has an 

underlying purpose. The main tenet of the policies is cohesiveness, which prevents multiethnic 

Azerbaijan from falling apart. That is because the Azeri language actually draws the diverse 
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ethnic groups together into a unified state. There is peace today, since the people are spared 

from fighting in territorial wars, where they could possibly lose their lives. The loss of their 

original language or identity is counted a lesser price to pay. The next question is what does 

the integration of minorities mean as it translates into the present reality of the various ethnies 

of Azerbaijan? 

The government often uses in a positive sense the term “integration” while referring 

to the process ethnic groups are undergoing. What does the integration of minorities mean in 

situ? The image of a melting pot is positive in the eyes of the leadership in the view of having 

one unified country. The process minorities are undergoing is being referred to by the idiomatic 

expression qarışıb qaynayırlar (stirring and boiling). The integration in the mind of an English 

speaker evokes more an image of a salad bowl, where the different chunks of fresh fruit are still 

recognizable. In Azerbaijan the meaning of the essence of integration is closer to a concept of 

a melting pot. The end result of the intense mixing and boiling process is one mass of hot jam. 

This process in English would more appropriately correspond to the meaning of assimilation. 

The question for language continuation is whether or not there is still some fresh fruit 

left with live seeds inside. These seeds could be the isolated little pockets of communities, 

which were able to keep a high vitality of their mother tongue through bilingualism. Providing 

that they are committed to trans-generational continuation of their vernacular, their grassroots 

initiative would be a promise of their mother tongues’ survival. The fruitful end result would 

be a stable bilingualism enriching everyone within multilingual Azerbaijan. 

The ethnic groups in Marquardt’s article were addressed as “the speakers of non-Azer- 

baijani” (Marquardt, 2011, p.188). In the light of the present situation this calls for a clarification. 

To refer to a minority within Azerbaijan it would be more appropriate to say ‘the bilingual 

speakers of Azeri.’ This means speakers, who can communicate in Azeri, but at the same time 

have a different mother tongue. Monolingual tribal, “true speakers of non-Azeri” are rare.74
 

On one hand, the claim that “everybody speaks Azeri” is similar to claiming that every- 

body in Baku wears black. This statement rings untrue because it is so absolute. On the other 

hand, while visiting Baku, an observer would notice that overwhelmingly its population indeed 
 

 

74 They would be those few, who, for some exceptional reason, did not attend a school instruction in Azeri. 
However, even the Qrız shepherds on the tops of the Şahdağ Mountains enjoy watching the Turkish TV broadcast- 
ing. Consequently, they have at least a passive knowledge of Turkish. 
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wears dark clothes, especially during the winter season. In reality, the majority of Azerbaijani 

citizens speak Azeri fluently. At the same time, some are burdened with the present language 

shift and the consequent future of their native languages. The salient issue of the marginalized 

minorities is the survival of their mother tongues.75
 

There is a pattern to the ecological-linguistic landscape in Azerbaijan. The minorities 

who were able to preserve their mother tongues are found mostly in mountainous locations. 

This phenomenon of mountainous isolation being conducive to preservation of relict languages 

and cultures is not unique to Azerbaijan. The Basque, to whom one of the oldest languages of 

the world belongs, survived in the melting pot of Europe in the mountains of France and Spain. 

In the Altai Mountains of Southern Siberia, Altai, one of the older Turkic languages, repre- 

sents the Altaic family. In Tajikistan, the older east Iranian Pamir languages still are spoken 

on ‘the roof of the world’. The only living descendant of Sogdian, Yagnobi, is found in another 

mountainous haven of Tajikistan. The Russian Daghestan, north of Azerbaijan, has rightfully 

earned the title “The Mountain of Languages.” Daghestan is home to around forty languages 

indigenous to the Caucasus. 

In Azerbaijan, the ecological landscape of mountain sanctuary applies to most of the 

minorities with the exception of Udi and Kurds, who live in the lowlands. The mountain lan- 

guages are like small islands, which became havens to relict communities surrounded by oceans 

of the official, national i.e. state language. The impact of assimilation on the various language 

groups differs. For example, the Mountain Jews, Udi and Xınalıq already benefit from the 

tolerant attitude. 

The Mountain Jews represent a case of outstanding benevolence extended to them by 

the Azerbaijani government. It is exemplary even within the context of our present world. They 

have not only survived, but thrived in Azerbaijan. The large, recently built synagogue in the 

historical center of Baku is a standing monument to that. Further data on the Mountain Jews 

was gathered through several visits. The neighborhood of Qırmızı Qesəbə in the Quba region 

is their home, where they speak Southwestern Iranian Juhuri, their heart language. Juhuri (for- 

75 Minorities presently living in Azerbaijan: according to the 1999 census, minorities form 10% of the to- 
tal population. These are the: Ləzgi,- 2.2%, Russian–1.8%, Armenian -1.5%, Talış–1%, Avar–0.6%, Türk–0.5 
%, Tat–0.13%, Tatar–0.4%, Ukrainian–0.4%, Sakur–0.2%, Ingiloy (Georgian)–0.2%, Kürd–0.2%, Jew–0.1%, 
Udi–0.05%, and others including the Qrız, Buduk, Xınalıq, and other people groups in the north close to Russia – 
0.12%. 
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merly called Jewish Tat) literature in the Cyrillic alphabet was published in Russia and Baku. 

Azeri or Russian are the languages of instruction, but worship in the synagogue is conducted 

in Biblical Hebrew. Many Azerbaijani Mountain Jews have made aliyah (immigrated) to Israel. 

Those immigrants express their appreciation for Azerbaijan even more readily while adjusting 

to the new environment and missing their old home. 

The Udi people, at the turn of the millennia from B.C. to A.D., were some of the first 

apostolic Christians and original inhabitants of Caucasus Albania, what is now Azerbaijan. 

Their Caucasus language was deciphered as the one written in the ancient land of Caucasus 

Albania (Blair and Alexidze, 2003, p.44). One Udi teacher had an opportunity to travel abroad 

for linguistic training. As a result, she wrote Udi textbooks for the first three grades and uses 

them to teach in the village of Nic. The Ministry of Education of Azerbaijan published the Udi 

textbooks and the teacher uses them to teach in the village of Nic. 

The Xınalıq people, who number about 2,000, live in one village on top of the Şahdağ 

Mountains. They cherish a myth that they are the only descendants of Noah. Their language 

has some lexical overlap with Qrız, Buduk, Cek, Elik and Haput villages, but they are linked 

mainly by proximity. Xınalıq village has kept an indigenous culture and their main occupation 

is sheep herding. Their language is called Ketış and belongs to the eastern Caucasus language 

family. In the 1950s Yunus Desheriev analyzed it after four summers of field research. He wrote 

a grammar and chose to represent the alphabet with 77 letters. Local men, with the involvement 

of the Azerbaijani linguistic development organization Üfüq, (Horizons),76later simplified the 

alphabet. The government paved a new road to their village77 and allowed them to create a lit- 

eracy program in their language, which is used in the local school. Xınalıq is the first minority 

protected by a decree of the Azerbaijani president as an ethno-cultural preserve. 

The people of Lahij are somewhat parallel to Xınalıq as far as their isolation and small 

number, around 1,600. So far their uniqueness, coupled with their need for protection, has not 

been fully recognized. Although they speak a historical relict Iranian language at home, they are 

not linked to contemporary Iran politically. Lahijans express their loyalty to the state of Azer- 

 
 

76 Üfüq also provided multiple literacy seminars. 
77 AZAL (Azerbaijani Airlines) advertise the remote, rugged location as a tourist destination using colorful 
high quality photographs. Few adventuresome foreigners make it their destination. It is reachable by a four-wheel 
drive out of the regional center Quba. 
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baijan; they do not represent a separatist threat. Although there are other dialects of Tat, there 

is no sense of connection with the different communities. When the few remaining speakers of 

Tat from dispersed locations meet other Tat, they speak the language of wider communication, 

Azeri, to each other. 

Lahij has a rich oral wisdom, although it generally has not been recorded and it has no 

literary expression. The Lahijans have kept the trade of coppersmithing and other ancient trades 

for which they were famous on the Silk Road. Recently, industrialization erodes the Lahij iden- 

tity of master craftsmen. The economic crisis forces the young generation to look for work in 

Baku. The melting pot stirs up and boils not only their mother tongue, but also old values that 

are being exchanged for new opportunities and conveniences. Case studies show that outside 

its boundaries the former stability of families is shaken. Many Lahijans would prefer to make 

a living in Lahij, but have yet no way. Although Lahij with its medieval eastern architectural 

style was recognized as a historical memorial, Lahijan culture remains mostly unknown. The 

desire of Lahij people to be accepted under the intangible heritage program of UNESCO is 

being discussed at several levels. 

The key question for the Tat, as well as other minorities undergoing assimilation, is: will 

the marginalized mother tongues survive intensified competition with the titular Azeri? Since 

the experience in developing and encouraging multilingual society in Azerbaijan is only in the 

initial stages, it is worth considering other models while balancing their failures and successes. 

 
1.3. Language Policies 

 
1.3.1. North America and Europe 

Educators in Azerbaijan perceive the USA as a controversial example. Though the United 

States of America has no legislated national language, they emphasize that one language, English, 

is the “de facto” official language, making the USA one of the largest melting pots. The greatest 

loss occurred through the perishing of native languages and cultures. It is less commonly known 

that in areas with a high concentration of Mexicans there are more than two hundred bilingual 

immersion Spanish-English two-way program schools (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1999, p.51). 

The regret about the postcolonial attitude, which caused overwhelming language deaths, 

is being transformed into certain revitalizing efforts. Canada opened First Nations schools 
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with instruction in native languages. The French minority in Canadian Quebec is promoted 

by declaration of French as the only official language in Quebec by the Charter of the French 

language (Bill 101) from 1977 (Bourghis, 1999, p.257). Product labels in Canada are bilingual, 

except for exclusive French in Quebec. Canada first adopted a multiculturalism law in 1988. 

Immigrants still can speak their own languages, unlike their assimilated American counterparts 

(Bourghis, Marshall, 1999, p. 245). 

Europe78 is a leading force in practical progress on the language rights of minorities. 

The European Charter on Regional or Minority Languages from 1992 grants the nationalities 

within various European countries the right of primary and secondary schooling in their own 

tongue, their own literature, use of the language in all public spaces and the names of places 

are bilingual. The two main goals of the Charter are nondiscrimination and promotion 79of the 

minority languages (Tabouret-Keller, 1992, ch. 22, p. 337). 

1.3.2. Iran and Azerbaijan  

The example of the Azerbaijani minority in Iran compared to the Iranian minority in 

Azerbaijan brings out some patterns of dominance and marginalization. The estimated number 

of Azerbaijanis in Iran varies from 30 million in the North Azerbaijan perspective to 16 million 

by the Iranian count. The bilingual community of Lahij, speaking the Southwest Iranian lin- 

guistic predecessor of Farsi, consists of around 1,600 people. Teheran perceives the Azerbaijani 

minority as a threat, especially when linked to the notion of pan-Turkism and in their conviction 

of being ethnically one with Northern Azerbaijan. 

The case of Tat represents miniature islands of Southwest Iranian surrounded by the 

all-Azeri environment. In comparison, even though it has been divided by a border and belongs 

to two different states, the contiguous geographic area for Azeri vernacular is like an ocean. It 

starts at the northern border with Russia in Azerbaijani Republic and could go as far as Qazvin 

near Teheran in Iran. In short, the vibrant Azeri language is perceived as a threat by Iran, but 

 
 

78 The bilingual policy in Central Europe, Czechoslovakia, provided a fair equilibrium between the two state 
languages. Two languages of media, two of instruction, both Czech and Slovak were freely heard on the streets 
and public spaces. However, a subtle difference could have been implied in the name for the country. The Slovaks 
ended up wanting their independence and gained it by quiet consent. Similar to the peaceful style of the Velvet 
Revolution, Czech Republic handled the departure of Slovakia calmly. 
79 This progresses beyond tolerance to acceptance, protection and development. There is a designated com- 
mittee ensuring that the rights are protected and the resolutions are carried out. Europe is so far an example of a 
multilingual reality lived out. 
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the small Iranian relict in Azerbaijan is actually severely threatened. 

On one hand, when left to inertia, the relict southwest Iranian Tat, whether called Lahij 

or Juhuri could disappear from the linguistic map of the world within the next generation. On the 

other hand, Azeri spoken at home and on the streets by millions of the Azerbaijanis in the three 

Azerbaijani provinces of Iran has a vibrant vitality. The Azerbaijanis in Iran do not have an offi- 

cial written form of their language and it is not taught in any institution. That is the same for Tat. 

Another significant factor to consider is that the minorities, who refuse to be called Tat,80 

are perfectly bilingual with Azeri. Many Azeri speakers within Iran learn Farsi passively at 

school in spite of the use of the challenging Arabic script. Nevertheless, if they live outside the 

‘Persian cultural area’, they mostly do not converse in Farsi on a daily basis. Thus the Southern 

Azerbaijanis could not generally be called bilingual within Azerbaijani geographic area. Tehran 

has a significant number of bilingual speakers of Azeri. Some have become acculturated into 

the Persian ruling society, making it to the top of the government of Iran and becoming rep- 

resentatives in the Milli Majlis (National Parliament) of the Islamic Republic of Iran. There is 

no parallel within the ruling elite of Baku, there does not seem to be any upward mobility or 

minority representation. 

The Turko-Iranian ethno-cultural texture is a pattern apparent through history. In the 

past, the borders between what are presently the Republic of Azerbaijan and Iran have been 

fluid and the land has been perceived for many ages as one. Maps in the museums of Baku 

include the Iranian part of Azerbaijan. Azerbaijani poet Nizami Gəncəvi of the 12th century 

wrote in Persian. The Qajar dynasty used Turkish as their court language. The capital of Iran 

was mostly in Azerbaijan and Tabriz was a commercial center until 1920. Until the rule of the 

Pahlavi regime, Iran had mostly Turkic leadership (Schaffer, 2002, p.17-21). 

The Pahlavi emphasized the exclusive Persian character. Thus, the Turkic ethnicity was 

confronted with Persian and the struggle for Azerbaijani identity intensified (Shaffer, 2002, p.16). 

Exposure to centralization caused either Persian cultural assimilation or heightened awareness of 

separateness. The Azerbaijani activists advocated a mode of operation that would let Azerbaijanis 

in Iran have local cultural autonomy. Their opponents were for the unification of Iran through 

the Persianization of all minorities. It is worth noticing that the first multiculturalist faction had 
 

 

80 These are the Lahijans and Mountain Jews, whose situation and attitudes will be explored in 2.Chapter. 
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exposure or educational experience with the north, i.e. Caucasus, whereas the latter linked to 

the south, i.e. Tehran, the governmental center (Shaffer, 2002, p. 39). The minorities within Iran 

could choose the supra-ethnic identity that was all-inclusive Iranian; culturally or linguistically 

wider than the concept of Persian. Another option would be the minorities simultaneously 

owning multiple loyalties. This could exist if they were not pressed to choose one. However, 

the Pahlavi times were not characterized by lenience. Reza Shah caused many nomadic Turkic 

and other tribes to settle. The Shah purposed to merge the state and national identity with the 

Persian language. Consequently many ethnic groups were assimilated (Shaffer, 2002, p.46-48). 

This was particularly detrimental to the most urbanized and educated largest minority, 

the Azerbaijanis. As a result, they had to close down their institutions and publications. Azer- 

baijanis experienced economic and cultural repression avenging the Khiabani-led rebellion of 

1920. The economic crisis forced migration to the centers (Shaffer, 2002, p.49). The exodus is 

parallel to the rural to urban migration in Northern Azerbaijan. The minorities, able to keep 

their indigenous character for past millennia, on both sides of the demarcation line are losing 

their original identity. The de-ethnicizing pressure in Iran polarized into assimilation or crystal- 

lization of Azerbaijani identity. North, across the border from Iran, these attitudes also reflect 

the general pattern of dynamics between domination and marginalization. However, the cases 

of the Azerbaijanian Udi, Xınalıq and Mountain Jews present yet another option leaning toward 

pluralistic solutions. 

Centralization policies provoked resentment, expressed especially by the Azerbaijanis in 

Iran. Tehran retaliated by attacking Tabriz. In 1946 the Azerbaijani government submitted to the 

troops from Tehran. Azerbaijani people submitted on terms that they could keep their language 

and educate their children in Azeri. Tehran did not honor this agreement (Shaffer, 2002, p.56- 

57). The purges sowed bitterness. A more diplomatic and accommodating approach attempted 

to keep the Azerbaijani identity under a reformed supra-ethnic Iranian model (Shaffer, 2002, 

p.61-62). Borders do not confine the dynamics of domination and marginalization. 

1.3.3. Azerbaijan, Concerns and Promises 

The minorities typically desire multilingualism, since it signalizes movement towards 

integration into a multinational state. Contrastingly, that is the very possibility that the dominant 
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group tends to avoid. Recognizing that a minority is also a nation could have serious consequences 

including the claim to territory or self-determination (Patten and Kymlicka, 2009, p. 204). 

Jalə Qəribova and Mətanət Əsgərova in Language Policy and Legislation in Post-Soviet 

Azerbaijan (2009) argue that the present language policies grew out of the linguistic trauma 

of Soviet domination. They list a few causes pertaining to the building of the homo sovieticus 

surrogate identity trying to replace Islam and Turkism, such as mass deportations and repressions 

of the Azerbaijani intelligencia. Qəribova and Əsgərova explain that the post-Soviet independ- 

ence brought titular language revival initiatives. The language strategies developed based upon 

the political priorities, socio-economic tendencies and international relationships of the state. 

Status building was the main motive behind the language policy programs, making them more 

nationalistic than pluralistic.81
 

The Constitution of Azerbaijan in 1978 stated that other languages could be used without 

discrimination(Landau and Heinkele, 2001,p.77).President Heydər Əliyevhas shownconcern for 

the minorities. A presidential decree from the 16th of September 1992 stated: “The maintenance 

and encouragement of linguistic diversityis guaranteed bythe Presidential Decree on Protection 

of the Rights and Liberties and the Development of Languages and Cultures of Ethnic Minorities 

Living on the Territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan”(Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, p. 204). 

Article 47 of the post-Soviet Constitution of 1995 not only assured the usage of the 

minority languages, furthermore it discussed boosting their usage by publishing books and 

textbooks (Landau and Heinkele, 2001, p. 115). Article 21 states that the Republic of Azerbaijan 

shall ensure the independent use and development of other languages spoken by the population. 

According to Qəribova and Əsgərova, other language-related lawsalsoensure non-discrimination 

for minority languages. One example is the right of ethnic people to use their native language 

in the appropriate settings, such as legal or social services, or cultural or religious practices. 

Article 11 of the law of Azerbaijan Republic on culture, of 6 February 1998 guarantees the 

protection of minoritycultures and languages (Mədəniyyət haqqında A.R. qanun 430-İQ 1998). 

Nevertheless, the 1992 language law identified the titular language as the common language of 

 
 

81 The two Azerbaijani authors highlight that this was not emphasized through discrimination or intolerance 
toward minority languages, but rather through overemphasized preeminence of the titular language. The rewriting 
of history and reviving of marginalized culture and literature accompanied the status building of Azeri (Qəribova 
and Əsgərova 2009 p.194). 
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communication forall nationalities living in the territory of Azerbaijan. The 2002 lawconfirmed 

Azeri as the official language of Azerbaijan. 

As a member of the Council of Europe, Azerbaijan has signed the Charter for Regional 

or Minority Languages (Treaty 148, 1992) and Framework Convention for the Protection of 

National Minorities (Treaty 157, 1995). Article 9 on “Judicial authority” and Article 10, which 

pertains to administrative authority of the Framework Convention, guarantee the rights of ser- 

vices available and the rights of minorities to use their languages for access to media, public 

services, courts, notary services, etc. (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, p. 202). 

The reluctance to follow through with the Charter and the reasons behind it are explained 

in the following reaction of the government. The ratification of the international Charter was 

accompanied by the declaration with the following specific precautions: “The Declaration 

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and implementations of its 

provisions do not imply any right to engage in any activity violating the territorial integrity and 

sovereignty, or internal and international security of the Republic of Azerbaijan” (Qəribova and 

Əsgərova, 2009, p. 204). 

Qəribova and Əsgərova frame the ethnic languages: “Language is a contributing feature 

in many political conflicts… promotion of minority languages is associated… with a threat to 

sovereignty and territorial integrity” (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 2009, p.203).82 Since the vola- 

tile situation of the minorities in Azerbaijan pertains to the border with Russia and Iran, both 

of these neighbors get accused of provoking inter-ethnic unrest and tensions (Qəribova and 

Əsgərova, 2009, p.204). 

In the exceptional case of the Xınalıq the first status of ethno-cultural preserve was 

granted. This was confirmed by the President’s decree on the village of Xınalıq from 19.12. 

2007. It declared the village a historic, architectural, and ethnographic complex, which should 

positively impact the preservation of the cultural and linguistic heritage”83 (Qəribova and 

Əsgərova, 2009, p.205). 

Two contradictory patterns appear, one of the dominance of the Azeri language, the 
 

 

82 A different opinion, gathered from Central Asian situations is, “Attempts to strengthen regime security, for 
example by strengthening borders, have often led to societal insecurity, as communities are cut off from each other 
or as they encounter hurdles to keep their cohesion and function”(Cummings, 2012, p.167). 
83 Azərbaycan Respublikasının Xınalıq Dövlət Tarix-Memarlıq və Etnografıya Qoruqu. 



58 
 

 

other of allowing the minorities to develop vernaculars. While the official perception is that 

favorable conditions for the ethnic socio-cultural development have already been created; 

Qəribova and Əsgərova present a more modest evaluation of the sociolinguistic situation. They 

assessed that the minorities are indeed in need of policy implementation, which would provide 

reading materials and school instruction in minority languages. Western researchers judge that 

the centrality of Azeri is apparent and just lip service is paid to multilingualism (Landau and 

Heinkele, 2001, p.78). 

Presently the all-permeating presence of the Azeri language suggests that the supreme 

status of the Azeri language has been firmly established. Fierman assessed that among the six 

Muslim post-Soviet states Azerbaijan can only be compared to Turkmenistan in the complete 

re-establishment of a Turkic tongue. Largely, assimilation has been the direct effect first of 

Sovietization and now of accelerated Azerbaijanization. The preferential status of Azeri causes 

linguistic erosion of identity for many of the minorities presently living in Azerbaijan. Minor- 

ities have been perceived as a threat to the territorial integrity, which was exacerbated by the 

case of the Ləzgi and Talış independence movements. However, the government dealt strictly 

and decisively with the two separatist ethnic groups. Thus they have been pacified. In general, 

Azerbaijan prefers to handle the volatile ethnic issues without the use of violence. Within the 

state,84 peace has been established. Maybe the time for shifting to a fresh paradigm is dawning. 

Since the building of unified Azerbaijan has been completed, the next possible step could 

lead in the direction of providing space for ethnic languages. Frederich Barth in Boundaries 

and nations, 1998, proposes that when we find two groups in competition over one niche, with 

time one will likely displace the other. Another possibility would be that they would work out 

a mode of functioning in greater interdependence and complementarity (Barth, 1998, p.20). 

There is a choice about the future direction Azerbaijan could go. 

1.3.4. Tolerance and Multiculturalism  

President İlham Əliyev, preparing for the 4th International Humanitarian Forum in 2014, 

appraised that Azerbaijan is appreciated abroad for tolerance and multiculturalism (Aliev, 2014). 

The round tableon multiculturalism in October 2014,organized by AULon the 4th International 

 
 

84 With the exception of the occupied territory of Qarabağ, which is not under Azerbaijani juridiscion. 
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Humanitarian Forum, largely discussed the meaning of tolerance. Soon it became apparent that 

the perceived meaning of the word varied significantly between the different cultures. Mostly 

the shades of meaning polarized on its implied negative versus positive charge. 

No doubt, the meaning of tolerance as expressed by the current Azerbaijani President 

was meant in a positive way as the absence of discrimination against ethnic groups. The Russian 

official mentioned that in Russian, tolerance has a negative meaning. He illustrated it with the 

example of tolerance to drugs. Prof. Jalə Qəribova added that tolerance is not always the right 

response, because the harmful tendencies like terrorism should not be tolerated. According to 

the perception in the English language, tolerating is more of a neutral term with the synonyms 

suffering, putting up with, letting be, leaving alone, ignoring. This meaning corresponds fairly 

accurately to the attitude presently displayed toward the minorities in Azerbaijan. 

Marquardt pointed to the attitude of passivity to the issue of minorities in Azerbaijan. 

Nevertheless, the round table at the Humanitarian Forum expressed the desire to venture beyond 

tolerance to more active attitudes, which would be positive instead of ambivalent or questionable. 

Although the discussion predominantly remained on abstract level, in the end it headed in the 

progressive direction. 

The case of historical Lahij heritage identity was presented during the Fourth Humani- 

tarian Forum as one of future concerns. It could become an ethno-cultural complex preserving 

heritage locally for the worldwide learning and recognition. Lahij, as a model of traditional 

community, well represents the multicultural richness of Azerbaijan. Lahij, as a cultural relic, 

embodies the values of hospitality, stable family, diligence and creativity of the pre-globalized 

Azerbaijan. In October 2015 Lahij hosted a Round Table on multiculturalism, where represent- 

atives of the ANAS Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Institute for Multiculturalism, Regional 

government from İsmayıllı, among others discussed the relevance of Lahij as an example of 

multiculturalism of Azerbaijan. 

 
1.4. Conclusion: Bilingualism a Possible Solution 

The history of Sovietization shows how powerful legacy it left behind, not only in Central 

Asia, but also in Azerbaijan. Formerly, the concern for territorial integrity achieved through 

centralization was of a prime importance. Promotion and permeation of the national language 
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helped to create unified Azerbaijan, but also caused accelerated and widespread homogenization 

of its multiple ethnies. This study proposes that the titular Azerbaijani language has already 

been firmly established. Thus, a new paradigm including the acknowledgement of both the 

vulnerability and the potential of minorities could possibly emerge. 

Field surveys of southern Caucasus confirmed the presence of various peoples. They 

constitute three major groups Turkic, Iranian and indigenous Caucasus languages. This picture 

represents rich diversity. It proves that, in spite of the centralizing force of building the homog- 

enized Azerbaijani nation, not all of the minorities have been yet completely absorbed. 

Symbolic sociopolitical terminology is currently used in Azerbaijan. The process of 

“stirring and boiling” of various ethnic elements is projected as cohesive and consequently 

positive development. Nevertheless, it causes a rapid and thorough assimilation. In spite of the 

all-permeating presence of the Azeri language, few indigenous people-groups still can speak 

their mother tongues. The main concern of the bilingual minorities is not their independence, 

but the survival of their heart languages. 

Azerbaijan, from its birth until present time, has been building the unified Azerbaijani 

identity. This went hand in hand with the preeminence of the titular language. One cause for the 

determined Azerbaijanization was that the potential minority linguistic rights were perceived 

as a threat to the territorial integrity. In spite of large-scale assimilation some initial steps in the 

direction of preserving, some diversity within the Azerbaijani unity have been taken. First laws 

about the development of minority cultures and languages have been penned. There are some 

examples of certain positive attitudes taken toward Xınalıq, Udi and Mountain Jews.The round 

table on multiculturalism during the Fourth Humanitarian Forum, 2014, in Baku, concluded that 

it would be desirable to move beyond the concept of ‘tolerance’ to the practice of acceptance. 

Lahij, a mountainous community, speaks a relict southwest Iranian historic predecessor 

of Farsi called Tat. On one hand, Lahij was given a historical preserve status for its medieval 

architecture. On the other hand, their cultural authenticity and endangerment through the shift 

of identity have not yet been recognized. Lahij and other bilingual communities, when accepted 

for their identity, could help to create a strong and multicultural Azerbaijan. 

If this change were to occur, it would mean turning from a position of marginalization 
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to recognition and appreciation. This does not necessarily equal effacement of Azeri, but it 

would require simultaneous development of the minority languages. The outcome of planned 

promotion would be a stable bilingualism. As a result, the loyalty of indigenous people to their 

homeland would be likely secured. Such a multicultural and consequently multilingual approach 

could possibly contribute to the integrity of the territory. Creating space for the so-far-overlooked 

minorities conceivably has the potential of strengthening their loyalty. 
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2. The People, Who Were Labeled ‘Tat’ 

Although I have struggled to approach language maintenance and language shift as 

fields of dispassionate scientific inquiry, I have never tried to hide…the value positions 

in support of cultural pluralism and cultural self-determination to which I personally 

subscribe (Fishman, 1991, p.11). 

Joshua Fishman considered an ethnonym not to be just an innocent matter, and argued 

that people themselves should make the choice corresponding to the emic point of view. Barth 

in a similar way thought that ethnic groups themselves should be allowed to determine how 

they prefer to be identified (Barth, 1998, p.10). 

 
2.1. Designations-Etic Perspective 

 
2.1.1. Attitudes to Ethnonyms 

The decision about Tat as an ethnonym was not made by the people and consequently 

was rejected by them. This study was at first called “The Unknown Tat of Azerbaijan.” While 

the choice of words was based on the knowledge of previously published literature, actual field 

experience revealed its discrepancy with on-land reality. It is true that publications described 

people groups called Tat, who lived in Azerbaijan; however, the so-called Tat overwhelmingly 

did not accept it as their self-designation. 

During the seven years of living in Azerbaijan I have met one exception to the general 

rule, who showed an attitude of pride in belonging to the people group named Tat. This was a 

lady secretary employed by the AUL University in the Department of the Regional Studies. She 

was well aware of my being a foreign researcher, who was focusing on Tat and held an affirma- 

tive attitude toward them. When I proceeded to ask her in Azeri, if she knew any Tat language, 

her answer was negative both for herself and for her parents and even grandparents. For the past 

three generations her family has resided in the capital Baku. The only thing linking her remotely 

to their Tat past was the awareness that her ancestors came from Çiçi of the Quba region.85
 

Her case is representative of effective, thorough, linguistic and cultural assimilation. The 

surprising fact was that she was willing to own up to the label Tat. If another person with perhaps 

a negative or neutral attitude toward minorities inquired about her roots, would she volunteer 
 

85 One of the areas of northern Tat dialect, described by Maqsud Hacıyev, (1995). 
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the same answer? In 2009, a teacher of intermediate Azeri at SWEESL IU Bloomington, who 

during the school year teaches English at AUL, shared with me that there were Dağlı 86 in her 

lineage. The unmarried professor, most passionate and determined about improving her English 

fluency, does not have any desire to discover where her family originated. Her pragmatic focus 

is on her profession, which she enjoys, and on the economic future, not the foggy past. She also 

expressed that her present identity is Bakılı, Bakuvian (Y.V., 2009). 

The first record of the ethnonym Tat was a runic carving in the Old Turkic language 

by the Kök Türk (Heavenly Turks). The inscription was discovered next to Orkhon River in 

Mongolia, east of the Turkic cradle Altai Mountains. It was a part of an epitaph in honor of 

the departed ruler Toniyukuk in 726 A.D.87 The general meaning of the designation Tat in that 

context was ‘the other,’ living in close proximity, but different from ‘us,’ the Kök Türk. 88
 

Later ‘Tat’ absorbed themeaning ofbeingsettled or Iranian people (Golden, 2011).Through 

these concise statements, made by early Turks, we can begin to understand the interconnected- 

ness of Turk and Tat, or Turkic and Iranian elements among the inhabitants of shared territories. 

This intricate relationship also could be seen through the origin of the designation Azer- 

baijani. While the ethnonym Azerbaijani derived from the name for historical Iranian language 

Azeri, currently this designation is used for an Oğuz branch of Turkic language. It is perceived to 

have originated at first from East Iranian language estimated to be close to Talış. Azer, meaning 

fire, is befitting for the land where natural gas spontaneously bursts out of the ground in flames 

in places like Yanardağ near Baku. Suraxana on the Abşeron peninsula has an old fire-temple- 

pilgrimage site. The ever-burning fire used to be at the center of worship.89 The seven sources 

of fire were there prior to the building of the atəşgah, (place of fire worship). The area of Baku 

and its surroundings was likely a center of Zoroastrianism in the Caucasus.90 A former, older 

 
 

86 Dağlı in Azeri means Mountain People, possibly Mountain Jews; it is another even vaguer ethnonym, which 
only refers to the mountainous landscape. 
87 The runic inscriptions on “large steles, part of the burial complexes of the rulers… recount the epic drama 
of the revival of the Turk empire” (Golden, 2011, p.42). 
88 The next Turkic reference to the Turan-Iran interdependence is from the 12th century in Mahmud Kashgari’s 
collection as a proverb, which translates into Azeri, Başsız börük heç olmaz, Tatsız Türk de olmazdır. “Just as the 
traditional fur hat, börük, would not be anything without a head; the Turk would be nothing without being com- 
pleted by a Tat.” 
89 The name Suraxana has a Tat etymology of a source bursting out of a hole. 
90 Georgian and Armenian sources also name these places Ateshi Bagavan, (God’s fires) this later contracted 
and Turkicized to atli Baguan. That is one possible etymological explanation of the toponym Baku (Ashurbeili, 
1983, p.28, 29). 
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name of Azerbaijan–Atropathena carries the meaning of one tending a fire. Even now Azer- 

baijan is known around the world as ‘the land of fires’. In the summer of 2015 the President 

İlham Əliyev started the First European Olympic Games torch from the Zoroastrian atəşgah. 

The Azeri, although it belongs to the Turkic language group, contains many words of 

Iranian origin. They became internalized and are no longer perceived as foreign91. It is plausible 

that they could have been part of the substrate over which the Turkic language prevailed. Middle 

Persian or Pahlavi at the time of the Sassanids92 was the lingua franca of this area. Widespread 

use of the Persian language was testified to in the ninth and tenth centuries in the territory of 

Azerbaijan (Aşurbəyli, 1983, p.66). The Turkic and Iranian languages have shared the same 

cultural landscape for thousands of years. 

2.1.2. Research and Literature 

The Russian Academy of Sciences from Saint Petersburg conducted the first research 

among the Tat people. Russian linguists discovered and described the grammar and phonetics 

of the Tat language in Azerbaijan. In 1853 they thought the Tat vernacular was one of the dia- 

lects of Farsi. A. L. Grunberg (1961) 93decided that Tat is not just a part of Farsi, but a separate language 

belonging to the South West Iranian branch of Indo-European languages closely related to Farsi 

and Tajik.94 His classification has been widely accepted. Grunberg was aware of the fact that 

the Tat language was being displaced and was rapidly disappearing. 

Two researchers, Maqsud Hacıyev and Gülsüm Hüseynova95 eventually followed the 

Russian linguists. Maqsud Hacıyev was born in the Northern Quba- Qonaqkənd region of 

Azerbaijan, where Tat was still spoken during his childhood. He became an orientalist, linguist 

and ethnologist. Much of his life was devoted to promoting literacy among his people in their 

mother tongue, in affirming their cultural differences, and making them known in his country96. 
 

 

91 Daily speech produced by ordinary citizens is neither retrospective nor analytical; it does not pursue histor- 
ical linguistics points of view. 
92 At the time when the Zorostrian Sacred writings Avesta (meaning the unknown), which was transmitted 
orally until then, was committed to writing in Middle Persian also called Pahlavi. The alphabet derived from wide 
used Aramaic script. 
93 It is Grunberg’s article on “The Position of Tat Among Other Iranian Languages.” 
94 The Iranian Languages 2012 edited by Windfuhr have Tat listed with Persian, Khorasani, Dari, Kaboli (in 
Afghanistan) and Tajik in the Southwest Iranian language group (Windfuhr, 2012, p.13). The authors must not be 
aware of the more recent development of the divisions between Tat and Juhuri, and so both are still referred to 
from an etic point of view as one language –Tat. Tat in northern Azerbaijan should not be confused with the Tati 
(also called Azari) in Iran, which belongs with Talış to Northwest Iranian group. 
95 Maqsud Hacıyev and Gülsüm Hüseynova were both of Tat descend. 
96 As a university prophesor he taught also in Avghanistan. 
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His public diplomacy was outstanding as it occurred in an era of the Sovietization of ethnic 

elements. Since his books on the Tat language and ethnography were published in Azeri and 

Tat, my work will introduce some of his first-hand observations and insights from Toyun-Düyün 

Xəzinəmizdən (Out of Our Wedding Treasures) for the first time in English. His understanding 

of practices and customs of Tat allow us to get a glimpse of an insider point of view. Gülsüm 

Hüseynova, a linguist of the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan, published a monograph Lahıc 

Tatlarının Dili, (The language of the Lahij Tat).97
 

Western sociolinguistic research was spearheaded by American professor John M. Clifton, 

of SIL team in cooperation with ANAS. They conducted field surveys of minority languages and 

attitudes to their languages in Azerbaijan in 2000. This resulted in an international publication 

in two volumes, Studies in Languages of Azerbaijan, 2002. During the window of openness, 

similar issues were on the mind and in the writings of the unconventional local historian and 

ethnographer v Qəmərşah Cavadov in his book Azsaylı Xalqlar və Milli Azlıqlar, 2000, (The 

Small People Groups and National Minorities), handled the sensitive topic of minority issues 

with surprising objectivity.98
 

Lahij attracted the attention of several local authors, such as Manaf Süleymanov Azərbay- 

canın Diyarı Lahıc, (The Frontier of Azerbaijan-Lahij), 1994, and M.G. Əfəndiyev99 with Selenije 

Lagich Geokchayskogo Ujezda Bakinskoj Guberniji (The Lahij Settlement of Geokchai division 

under the jurisdiction of Baku), already in 1901. Both were residents of Lahij who recorded, in 

Azeri, their own observations as well as memories of their ancestors and contemporaries. Thus 

they became main points of reference for my work. Their accounts and stories bridge the past 

with the present. The architect M.H. Məmmədbəyli, wrote Lagich–Istoriko-Kulturnyj Zapovednik, 

(Lahij-Historical and Cultural Reservation), 2004. The author did not just write the book, but 

pursued making Lahij an architectural memorial in order to preserve its medieval Near-East- 

ern building style and reached his goal. Ayna xanım Əlizadə published100 Lagich – Pamyatnik 

Remeslennykh Tradicij i Materialnoj Kultury Azerbaidzhanskogo Naroda (Lahij-Memorial of 

97 The Lahij people responded passionately to this title, which will be described later in this chapter. 
98 His book is used in AUL, Azerbaijani University of Languages, as a textbook for the introductory courses 
dealing with ethnic groups. Some of his evaluations will be included in this dissertation. 
99 Əfəndiyev would mention that he omitted certain customs, because Nikolay Kalashev already described 
them. Kalashev’s research Prazdniki i Obychaji (Festivals and Customs), 1886, written in the old Cyrillic alphabet 
of Russian, is about the region of Salyan, where the Tat used to live. 
100 This is an extensive, hard cover 523 page book. 
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Traditional Arts, Crafts and Material Culture), 2010. This work emphasizes the desire for the 

continuation of traditional trades, but remains silent on the topics of ethnicity. It accentuates 

that Lahij belongs to the common Azerbaijani heritage. In 2007 ANAS published Azərbaycan 

Etnoqrafiyası, (Azerbaijani Ethnography).101 It compiled detailed descriptions of material cul- 

ture and traditions of the past, which are all portrayed as common Azerbaijani heritage. This, 

however, means that the concrete‘ethnic elements’ were deliberately left out of the picture. 

2.1.3. Language and Subgroups 

The Russian linguists called the Southwest Iranian language Tat and the people who 

spoke it were labeled accordingly. The researchers noticed few dialectical varieties, and most 

of them attributed it to differences in the respective practiced religions.102 Since the divisions 

according to religion were immediately striking, the first linguists decided to divide the Tat 

group into three subgroups. 

These were called the Judeo-Tat or Jewish Tat, Christian Tat103 and Muslim Tat. Lahij 

people for the Russian researchers became Muslim Tat. Their neighbors on the other side of 

the pilgrimage mountain Babadağ, in Qırmızı Qəsəbə of Quba region were named Judeo-Tat 

or Jewish Tat. Since this designation meant something totally distinct from Turk104, it carried 

an overtone contrasting with common national Azerbaijani identity. Perhaps this explains why 

these ethnic groups were not eager to own it. 

The Jewish Tat have been renamed Mountain Jews, since they are currently found 

mostly in mountainous locations. In Azerbaijan, the ecological mountain sanctuary105 landscape 

applies to the Şahdağ people groups like Xınalıq, Cek, Qrız, Əlik, Haput, in Quba region and 

the Avar, Sakur, Ləzgi in the north. Tat language was preserved in a similar way, since it kept 

its highest vitality in Mountain Jewish Qırmızı Qəsəbə, the Tat Muslim village of Dağquşçu, 

 
 
 

 

101 It was published in three solid hardcover volumes in Azeri. 
102 Miller, however, argued that the dialectical differences are rather based on their geographical location. 
103 Bolukbasi mentions that some Caucasus Albanians, Iranians and Turks accepted Christianity in the fourth 
century. Then Armenians absorbed them linguistically and culturally (Bolukbasi, 2014, p.19). He is not aware in 
his publication (Bolukbasi, 2014, p.65), that Christianity was present four centuries before and that the Udi was 
already desciphered as one of the Albanian biblical languages. 
104 The same line of thought continued from the Old Turkic Runic designation. 
105 Mountain sanctuary is a term I have chosen for a phenomenon, which repeats itself around the world. Some 
of isolated ancient languages survived on top of the remote mountain ranges. Bask in Spain, Altai in Altai Moun- 
tains, Yagnobi and Pamiri languages in the mountains of Tajikistan etc. 
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and in a settlement of Lahij, all three located in the mountains.106
 

Otherwise, the Tat language is severely endangered throughout Azerbaijan. There are 

three main groups of Tat dialect: northern, central and southern, based mainly on the geographical 

location. This does not mean that the people living in those areas can actually speak Tat. The 

displacement of Tat language was apparent to Grunberg, (1963). He commented that the Azeri 

speaking Tat remembered that their great grandfathers and grandfathers were fluent in Tat.107
 

Russian linguists have been perplexed by the inaccessibility of demographic data. 

Qəmərşah Cavadov commented on the particular census of Tat effacement. In 1897 the demo- 

graphical count of Tat residents was 91.3 thousand people, whereas in 1939 only 30.5 thousand. 

The number of Tat diminished three times, which makes a loss of sixty thousand Tat within two 

to three generations. Cavadov asserts that this did not mean that they simply disappeared, but 

that they had been renamed Azerbaijani instead. He concludes that in this way the assimilation 

of one ethnos was officially condoned. The leading cause, as he perceives it, was the building 

of the socialistic Azerbaijani nation.108
 

The powerful sweeping influence of Sovietization and presently accelerated Azerbai- 

janization are the main forces causing the language loss. The loss of former identity, though, at 

this time is not only nominal, as it was in the beginning of the Soviet time. The “Tat” villages 

might still have some speakers from the oldest generation, and even more rarely, from the 

middle generation, who are bilingual. The continuity of the inter-generational transmission of 

the vernacular is being intersected by the more economically prestigious, promoted titular Azeri. 

For many centuries the two languages lived next to each other in a state of stable diglossia, but 

the all-permeating spread of Azeri has put an end to the healthy balance. Before Azeri became 

the state language and the language of instruction, each language had its own boundaries and 

a niche (separate sphere of influence). 
 

106 Məlhəm managed to keep a high vitality of the Tat vernacular as well.Although Məlhəm lies in the foothills, 
villagers, who moved from mountainous location Ximran near Lahij, settled it (Balaev, 2011, p. 40). Tat, who have 
mostly been assimilated from the southern dialect live on the Absheron peninsula. The remnant of the central dia- 
lect is from Dəvəçi, Siyəzən to Xızı. The places where the northern dialect used to be spoken are from the Quba, 
Qonaqkənd, Çiçi, Qırmızı Qəsəbə to Afurca. 
107 Azeri is heard on the streets of the villages far more often than Tat. One of the reasons of Tat being displaced 
is that it has no literary form. The only exceptions to the dying state of Tat language are the remote mountainous 
locations (Grunberg, 1963, p. 6, 7). Grunberg assessed that only the oldest generation was fluent in Tat vernacular 
(Grunberg, 1963, p. 6, 7). In 2015 that has been already two to three generations ago. 
108 Cavadov also noticed that in mixed Tat-Azeri marriages the child would be automatically registered as Azer- 
baijani (Cavadov, 2000, p. 85). 
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Lately, however, Azeri interferes with the mother tongue in domains to which it did 

not previously have access – the neighborhood and home. The competition is uneven, because 

Azeri possesses much higher status and the economic future of the children became a serious 

concern on the part of parents. Clifton’s opinion is that the crucial factor causing the breakdown 

of transmission is when parents, aiming at their children’s success in Azeri school instruction, 

speak to preschoolers already in Azeri (Clifton, 2009, p.1). 

These settlements are dispersed, and there is almost no perception of any Tatness (Tat 

unity or belonging). When two speakers of different varieties meet each other they tend to 

speak to each other in Azeri. The dialectical differences seem minor to a field worker. They 

pertain mainly to regular phonetic differences like the use of vowels ı/u, for example the word 

“you” is respectably tı or tu. Use of some main verbs differs like “soxten” or “naren” (verb to 

do, make) and there are some grammatical differences in the way the future tense is used. The 

main lexical stock is almost identical and given some motivation they likely would be able to 

understand each other. 

It appears that the cause is not linguistic, but psychological, that of a disinterested atti- 

tude. Many years of devaluating the Tat language, coupled with the pull on being a loyal citizen 

of unified Azerbaijan, might be the key factors contributing to the general spread of passive 

resignation. The stigma of not having an official literary form of the language also contributes 

to the present attitude of discouragement in the perception of the former identity. 

 
2.2. Interpretations of History  

 
2.2.1. The Jewish Tat 

The attitude of Mountain Jews is diametrically opposite. They used Cyrillic alphabet 

to publish Tat/Juhuri109 books in Russia and some in Azerbaijan, as well. In Dərbənd, Russia, 

they have mother-tongue school instruction and also a training institute for teachers of Juhuri. 

In Azerbaijan the Mountain Jews have enclaves in Baku and in Qırmızı Qəsəbə. In Russia 

there are enclaves in Nalchik, Mazdok, Pyatigorsk (North Caucasus), Makhachkala, Dərbənd, 

(Daghestan) and Moscow. 

The present goal and focus of Mountain Jews is their departure from the Caucasus and 
 

 

109 Jewish Tat language has changed its name to fit the Jewish identity better and is now being called Juhuri. 
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their new future in the Promised Land – Israel.110 While they are getting ready for aliyah (immi- 

gration to Israel) they are trying to equip themselves with the knowledge of Modern Hebrew. The 

streets of Dərbənd and Qırmızı Qəsəbə might be able to hear dialogues in the ancient Iranian 

tongue for a little while longer, while the Jews are in transition before they reach their ancestral 

homeland. Here they call themselves Juhurihon. In Ha Arec (The land) they will become Jehu- 

dim (Jews in Hebrew). Many Mountain Jews emigrated to Moscow and to the United States of 

America and other places where they could find better opportunities for employment. 

Although scientists thought the label Tat to be a proper designation, the people mostly 

rejected it. In 2013 the government of the Russian Federation responded to the request of the 

Jewish Tat by officially annulling their old undesirable ethnonym. The Caucasus Jews are no 

longer labeled Tat in Russia they are called either Mountain Jews or Juhuri, which corresponds 

to the new name for their mother tongue-Juhuri. The former designation Tat became a shield 

for the Mountain Jews of the North Caucasus in the crucial time of danger. During the Second 

World War the residents of Nalchik saved some Mountain Jews by telling the enemy that they 

were not Jews, but Tat. Regrettably this did not happen to all. On one hand, some Jews lost their 

lives for their ethnicity. On the other hand, an attempt to portray them as converts to Judaism 

at the hands of Turkic Khazars was proposed by the only monograph on Tat by a lawyer and 

historian M.M. Əliyev, Azərbaycan Tatları (Azerbaijani Tat), 2006. Although the author’s views 

lean toward extreme, it still is one of rare books which deals with our topic. It also represents 

some typical tendencies of historical interpretation in Post-Soviet Central Asia, so we will 

consider its underlying purpose.111
 

Əliyev’s hypothesis states that the Judeo-Tat were not ethnically Jews, but were converted 

to Judaism by Khazars (Əliyev, 2006, p.85). While responding to his claims, I try to follow 

Richard Frye’s advice on principles of historical analysis “adherence to facts, and interpretations 

based on logic, simplicity and common sense” (Frye, 2011, p.12). The main focus is on the way 

the author uses ideology while he presents a particular hypothesis. 

The main arguments of Əliyev’s hypothesis are: 
 

 

110 In Israel they have mostly settled in Beer Sheva and Nathania. 
111 Bolukbasi noticed that after 1988 the tendency in history of Azerbaijan was to claim that Albanians were 
ethnic Turks. This was based upon Alban mentioned in the epic of Dədə Qorqut as pointed out by Rəsulzadə (Bo- 
lukbasi, 2014,p.74). 
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1. The other dispersed Jews did not forget the Hebrew language; therefore it would be 

unlikely that the Tat would have ended up forgetting it without losing their religion as well 

(Əliyev, 2006, p. 86, 95). 

2. The Jewish Tat kept some pagan customs, therefore they cannot be Jews. The Moun- 

tain Jewish synagogues vary from the Ashkenazi model. The simplified style disqualifies their 

Jewish roots (Əliyev, 2006, p. 86-87). 

3. The notion of Jewish Tat accepting Judaism through the Khazars is conducive to goals 

of a historian of present time (Əliyev, 2006, p.87). 

4. Early historical evidence for Jewish presence in Caucasus Albania is used to support 

the fact that the Khazars converted them (Əliyev, 2006, p. 93). 

5. Accounts of Khazar invasions are quoted as proof that they were proselytizing and 

accordingly Judaised the ‘Tat’ (Əliyev, 2006, p. 94). 

Əliyev uses the loss of the original language of ethnicity, Hebrew, as a proof of the loss of 

ethnic identity. The same line of argument was already familiar under Soviet rule. The debates 

were about whether it is valid to recognize ethies, who have Russified in language. The projected 

goal was the eventual loss of minority identity. Although the original tongue of the Diaspora was 

Hebrew, the general rule was that they did not use Biblical Hebrew, but adopted a vernacular of 

their host country. “Jews, who do not speak Hebrew112 have existed formillennia” (Fishman, 1991, 

p. 16). The ancient Hebrew language was reserved for reading scriptures and was considered too 

sacred for the mundane. “Hebrew has been successfully passed along generation after generation, 

for over 2,000 years, as the chief language of formal Jewish prayer, of sacred texts…” While the 

most adept rabbis and learned men could read Hebrew freely, they could not converse in it about 

the daily concerns of life (Fishman, 1991, p. 289). It was precisely the religion of their forefathers, 

not their vernacular, which remained at the core of Jewish identity. This explains why the Jewish 

enclaves normally kept the Hebrew faith, not the Hebrew vernacular.113
 

112 Sometimes, they created a hybrid language combining Hebrew with the language of wider communication. 
Such were the Yiddish, Ladino and Judeo-Persian. These were adopted as the new mother tongues. In this way, 
when they were not persecuted they were able to have meaningful input. 
113 What was then the specific language practice of the Mountain Jews? Jewish communities extended cultur- 
ally beyond Iran and spoke Persian (Lewis, 1987, p. 111). The travelogue of Rabbi David Beth Hillel testifies, “I 
have been told by the Israelites who trade to Georgia, Shirvan, Saki, and Daghistan, which means the mountainous 
countries, that there are about 300, 000 Israelites speaking their own languages” (Levy, 1999, p. 405). Rabbi Hillel 
attributed their lack of knowledge of Hebrew to the conclusion that they were the captives who settled in Iran and 
did not return to build the Second Temple in Israel (Levy, 1999, p. 411). 
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Əliyev’s second point suggests that the practice of pagan customs114 disqualifies the 

Jewish Tat from being ethnic Jews. Soviet ethnologists, on one hand, used to emphasize the 

‘backwardness of the tribal people’ to justify the projected nationalization. On the other hand, 

the frequent practice of paganism by Russians and the folk Islam was overlooked. In Əliyev’s 

case, the ideology that the desired homogenization will unify, rather than split Azerbaijan, could 

be one of the underlying motives. 

Əliyev’s next argument tries to discredit the Jewishness of the Jewish Tat based on the 

difference in building style of the synagogue between the Ashkenazi and the Persian Jews. Since 

these two Diasporas lived far apart, they have diverged in multiple ways. Thus the particular 

simple style of architecture cannot discredit their origin.115
 

Lawyer Əliyev’s main point, that the Khazars converting the Tat is conducive to his goals, 

reveals best his underlying purpose. The Khazarian influence on the Iranian people group could 

be perceived as predominance of a largely Turkic kingdom. This proposed turn of events plays 

conveniently into the Turkic legitimacy in Azerbaijan. A hypothesis divergent to Əliyev’s argues 

that the Muslim Tat were the Jewish Tat, who later were converted to Islam (Cavadov, 2000, p. 

74). Islam is one of the cohesive factors of Azerbaijani nation; an awareness of ethnic identity 

potentially resulting in separatism, however, is a threat to be avoided (Qəribova and Əsgərova, 

2009, p.194). The tendency of the newly independent Central Asian republics to rewrite their 

histories shows that it is not confined to Azerbaijan (Khaleeb, 2007, p. 95, 96).116 The historians’ 

goal in this region is to establish the preeminence of the Turkic claim to longstanding heritage. 

In its approach to ethnicity, Azerbaijan as a post-Soviet country is similar to the Central Asian 

states with mostly Turkic titular languages.117
 

 

114 Considering the history of the Jews, the crowd of Israelites worshipped the golden calf Aaron made. In spite 
of their failure to follow God’s instruction, this group of people ended up receiving the Ten Commandments (Exo- 
dus 32, 34:32). These very laws became the backbone of the global legal system. The Torah exposes the proneness 
of the Israelites to worship idols. Thus the presence of pagan customs does not exclude the Jewish identity. The 
captives were carried to Assyria for the first time from 741 to 739 B.C. (Levy, 1999, p. 24, 25). 
115 Certain evidence surfaced through the conversion story of Khazarian king; perhaps strong enough to shed 
some light on the reason for the humble style of the Jewish Tat synagogue. King Bulan took part in a raid on 
Ardebil in Iran and captured a house of worship, which was a replica of the Tabernacle of Moses in Sinai. Bulan 
was drawn by its holiness proceeding from the Scriptures and menorah (Levy, 1999, p.182). The simplicity of the 
portable sanctuary, which was called “the tent of meeting,” had a source, confirming the ancient Jewish roots of 
the Tat. 
116 Shaffer offers corresponding list of Azerbaijani publications featuring Turkic pre-eminence and the re-writ- 
ing of history (Shaffer, 2002, p.122, 123). 
117 The propensity to downplay ethnicities other than the titular Turkic could be considered analogous to Turk- 
menistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Kirgizstan. 
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Əliyev’s fourth point attempts to strengthen his argument by the attested case of Jews 

residing on the territory of the Caucasus Albania. Friar William Rubruck recorded the presence 

of Jews in his travelogue in 12th century Samaran (Rubruck, 957, p.187). The Jewish captives of 

Assyrian Salmanassar coincidentally were taken from Samaria. Although the chosen reference 

attempted to confirm that Khazars converted the Tat; it would seem more reasonable for the 

Jews, not Khazars, to name their new home Samaria.118
 

Finally, Əliyev attempted to use the Khazar invasions to prove that they proselytized 

among the Tat and succeeded at converting them to Judaism (Əliyev, 2006, p. 94). The chosen 

passages portray military attacks typical of the war raids Khazars were infamous for. The descrip- 

tions use vocabulary like “plundering”, “murdering”, and “destroying by turning the inhabited 

cities to rubble”.119 Əliyev stated that the local inhabitants have not seen such a demoralizing 

disaster before; however, the references to proselytizing are missing in all of the accounts.120 

The behavior of the armies raiding Caucasus Albania is well documented. The destruction of 

settlements would not seem to create atmosphere conducive to proselytizing. Əliyev further 

argued that Khazars engaged in converting the Albanians after their victories.121
 

The multiple ethnicity and different layers of culture and religion of Khazars are quite 

complex. On one hand, the Judaizing efforts, supposedly taking place on the territory of 

Caucasus Albania, have no known documentation. On the other hand, missionary activity in 

the opposite direction, spreading Christianity, was documented in the chronicles of Caucasus 

Albania (Kagankatvatsi, 1984, ch.11-14). Moreover, according to Levy, the king of Khazaria 
 

 

118 Archeologist Geyushev confirmed the discovery of a synagogue from the 6th century A.D. in Samaran 
(Bekker, 2000, p.11). On the other hand, a village named Xəzri was established near Dərbənd, a toponym more 
appropriately ascribed to the Khazars. 
119 According to Al-Masudi the Khazar army included professional soldiers of the Islamic faith who originally  
came from Khwarizm. “These were skilled horseback archers, ethnic Iranians, who also were the bodyguards of 
the king of Khazaria” (Brook, 2010, p.50). Khazar-Turkish armies were also mentioned fighting Arabs and Irani- 
ans, but it was the inhabitants of the land, who suffered. To prevent stereotyping of the Khazars, it is only proper 
to highlight that the medieval raiding style was not confined to Khazars. The Old Testament descriptions of the 
Israelites re-conquering the promised land of Canaan are analogous. Devastation of the fortified towns of Jericho 
and Ai are merely two examples (Joshua 6:24, Joshua 8). 
120 An intent reader would anticipate a missionary vocabulary to include such things as reading of Torah, pray- 
ing, circumcision, and keeping the Shabbat. Conversely, among the superfluous stories told about the Khazars, the 
one that would verify their Judaizing efforts seems to be missing. 
121 The following case exposes relevant practices. General Chorpan Tarkhan in 630 led an army to defeat the 
Persians, then they sacrificed the horses of their enemies (Brook, 2010, p.135). Any doubt pertaining to Judaizing 
after that battle is removed. While Khazarian warriors were identified as Turks, the ritual horse sacrifices might 
represent old traditions of the Iranian Scythians. The archeological discoveries of the Pazyryk kurgans of royal 
Scythians in Altai testify to horse sacrifices. Altai is considered to be the cradle of Turks. Even there we can notice 
how intertwined the Iranian and Turkic elements are. 
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converted to Judaism under the influence of Iranian Jews. Khazaria was ruled by Iran earlier 

under Achaemenids and shared borders with Khwarizm and Khorasan. That is why the Iranian 

Jews could exert more influence on the Khazars than other Jews. The Khorasani traders were 

the most erudite in the matters of their religion, equipped to instruct the Khazars in Judaism 

(Levy, 1999, p.183).122 It would seem that not the multi-ethnic Khazars, who arrived with various 

religious backgrounds, freshly introduced to Judaism, teaching the Iranian Jews, but rather the 

reverse to be more plausible. 

2.2.2. Diaspora 

While the question of an ancient history of the Diaspora generally seems unconsequential 

to the non-Jewish anthropologist and historians today, it seems to be a relevant pursuit carried 

out by the Jews. As there is no overview of the path the ‘Jewish Tat’might have taken, we will 

concisely present one of the feasible possibilities. The theme of interpretations of attitudes to 

ethnicity and languages continues as a visible thread throughout this study. The Azerbaijani 

historian will present her perspective and the Iranian Jew and Juhuri will follow. The Moun- 

tain Jews identify themselves with the Assyrian, Babylonian and Iranian Diaspora (Miqdaş 

Şamayilova, 2009, p. 7).123
 

Fəridə Məmmədova, (1986), is one of the few Azerbaijani historians of the Caucasus 

Albania124, who wrote about the early apostolic, messianic125 phase of Christianity at the turn of 

B.C. and A.D. She was aware, that the first missionaries were sent from Israel. Jacob, patriarch 

of Jerusalem, brother of the Lord, laid hands on Elisha. He bypassed Armenia for Persia and 

 
 

122 Artamonov claims that the influence of Jews on the Khazars began in Daghestan. The Daghestani Jews were 
the “culprits” (Artamonov in Golden, 2010, p. 30). Matatov, researcher of the Jewish Tat, pointed out the presence 
of old Jewish settlements in Daghestan attested to by legends, toponyms and local chronicles (Matatov in Golden, 
2010, p.30). 
123 Jews have lived on the territory of Azerbaijan for more than 25 centuries and never suffered persecution. 
Persia joined with Media (Southern Azerbaijan) under Cyrus, according to the book of Esther the Jews lived in all 
120 provinces of Persia (Bekker, 2000, p. 4, 5). Many of the Jews at the time of Achaemenids were holding high 
posts. This is likely because the second official language was Aramaic with the Semitic alphabet. The accounts of 
Ezra and Nehemiah confirm this notion (Bekker, 2000, p.9). 
124 Historians tend to bypass the apostolic phase of Christianity at the turn of millennia. Christianity comes into 
focus only when it becomes the state religion of Caucasus Albania in the fourth century A.D. This way the initial 
connection to Jerusalem believers mostly remains covered. 
125 Messianic was the original self-designation of the Jews, who believed in Jeshua ha Mashiah i.e. Jesus the 
Messiah- (Christ), before the later Greek, i.e. Western term ‘Christian’ took over. This was typical for the Eastern 
‘church,’till this day it is how Jews believing in the Messiah in Israel and the Christians in Azerbaijan, Iran and 
Tajikistan call themselves. With the later emphasis on Greek and then catholic influence many Christians have lost 
the thought of Christanity branching off from the root of Judaism and therefore lost the idea of it’s Eastern essence 
and flavor. The messianic Jews would have kept the Shabat holy and ate in a kosher way etc. 
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shared in Dərbənd (Kagankatuatsi, 1984, p. 26). Dərbənd became a patriarchal hub of ‘Christi- 

anity’ from the first and second century A.D. (Məmmədova, 1986, p. 91). Still, the beginnings 

of the first church in Caucasus Albania are described in a particular evasive style: Christianity 

was brought from Syria and Palestine (Məmmədova, 1986, p. 5). Məmmədova calls the first 

phase of Christianity Syro-phil, the second Greko-phil and the third local, i.e. Albanian. It would 

appear as if the ethnonym Jew is deliberately avoided. On one hand, ‘the Jerusalem connection’ 

is mentioned only in passing: an apostle Peter, who brought the gospel to Cappadocia and Asia, 

taught among the dispersed Jews (Məmmədova, 1986, p. 220). On the other hand, the emphasis 

is Aramaic: the Aramaic language dominated the East; therefore the Arameans became the first 

Christians. The Caucasus Albanian church, she concluded, was Syro-Persian (Məmmədova, 

1986, p. 232). Thus Məmmədova concluded by substituting Aramean ethnicity for the Jewish 

one. Her strategically constructed analysis is yet another, though more subtle, example of con- 

cealing information on ethnic identity.126
 

The messianic Jews of Caucasus Albania likely were the remnant of the Assyrian and 

Babylonian Diaspora. They either for a season lived in Iran proper, or under the greater Iranian 

rule and influence of Middle Persian, Pahlavi language.127 Simultaneously Aramaic, or Syrian 

language, was the lingua franca and consequently one of the languages spoken by the Israelites. 

Before the Middle Ages, the Jews were attested to have lived in Greater Armenia (today partly 

Azerbaijan) and Iberia (Georgia). The language of the Mountain Jews preserved Aramaic and 

Hebrew archaisms (Semenov, 2007, p.180). Therefore the designation Syro-Persian accurately 

corresponds to the languages the Jews have been speaking, except it procisely redirects attention 

from their ethnicity. 

Unexpectedly the Russian researchers revealed the character of the apostolic church in 

Caucasus Albania proving that the first Albanian church was Jewish (Kassian, 2001, p. 188). 

“The spread of Christianity was determined by the settlements of Jews” (Leromonakh, 2005, 

p. 39). This means that the Jewish Diasporas were the prerequisite for the establishment of the 

first messianic communities. Thus the Jewish presence was documented in Caucasus Albania 

126 Aditionaly Məmmədova ascribed the missionary success to the fact that Dərbənd was most polyethnic and 
polytheistic (Məmmədova, 1986, p. 226). Reverse reasoning, however, seems more conducive to its historical 
outcome; Dərbənd would have been renowned for its monotheistic Iranian-Jewish community. 
127 The territories of what is currently Northern Azerbaijan were one with Greater Iran during the rain of the 
Achaemenids. The Sasanian Iran ruled over Caucasus Albania in the third century (Frye, 1972, p. 295). 
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already at the turn of the first millennia. 

Habib Levy, an author of the first comprehensive work on the Iranian Jews (1999), 

mapped the journey of the Assyrian and Babylonian Diaspora. The Assyrian king Salmanassar 

V. seized Samaria, the capital of Israel prior to the better-known Babylonian captivity (Second 

Kings 17:24). The Assyrians at that time occupied Media with the western and northern regions 

of present Iran. The Bible is clear about the constructive relationship between the Jews and 

the Achaemenid dynasty (Levy, 1999, p.23). Some of the first Jewish settlers in Iran were the 

captives, who chose to follow their charismatic liberator Cyrus. That is where the Jews were 

resettled.128 Levy agrees with the Mountain Jews that the Iranian Jews are the descendants of 

the Assyrian and Babylonian Diaspora.129
 

By the time the Islamic Arab forces arrived in the seventh century, Caucasus Albania was 

predominantly Christian. Nevertheless, the relict Christian (i.e.Messianic) Syrian communities, 

by Lake Urmia in Southern Azerbaijan still claim their Jewish roots. They still speak Aramaic 

and sacrifice the firstfruits like the ancient Israelites. 

Iran, which under Cyrus became a haven for the Jews, was later transformed for worse 

in their spiteful attitude to non-Zoroastrians. Religious persecution heightened under Sasanian 

rule (226-642 A.D.). The reign of Qavad (487-531), became known by Christians and Jews 

through suffering for their beliefs. Under Xosrov I, Anuşirvan “the Just”, Mazdak, and leading 

Mazdakites were executed (Levy, 1999, p.150). The Mazdakite sect, propagating social justice, 

fled to save bare lives. Marginalized Jews would be likely to join an equality movement. The 

toponym of the settlement Mazdok in the North Caucasus, where some Mountain Jews still 

reside, might be reminiscent of that particular exile. 

The peak of the Sasanian persecution of Jews took place during the reign of Peroz (457- 

483); many Jews fled Iran to seek asylum (Levy, 1999, 148). Under Shah Abbas I, the wave of 

anti-Semitism reached its peak (Levy, 1999, p. 281). Safavid Shah Abbas II decreed that Jews 

must either become Muslim or die (Levy, 1999, p. 284). The narratives about Shah Abbas among 

128 Later the Hebrew names in Kurdish documents support the historical truth of western Iran becoming their 
new home (Levy, 1999, p. 26, 27). 
129 Levy’s reasoning is supported by the biblical accounts, historical references, repeatedly witnessed by trav- 
elers and agreed upon by the living proof the Iranian Jews themselves. According to Baharli as mentioned by 
Cavadov, the Jewish Tat were taken captive by Salmanassar, lived in Assyria, then Media and later came to live in 
Azerbaijan, Georgia and Daghestan. He strengthens his argument by observation that Mountain Jews are the ones 
who brought words of Chaldean origin, which remain as a residue of the ancient past (Cavadov, 2000, p. 77). 
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Lahij people today might reflect those perilous130 times. Northern Azerbaijan became one of 

the havens for the Jews escaping from Iran (Levy, 1999, p. 271). 

How many Jews converted to Islam later is unknown. The Jews in Iran at the time of 

Shah Abbas were discriminated against. They could no longer work in the market or even buy 

fresh fruit. Most of them became street peddlers (Levy, 1999, p. 284). When the capital was 

moved from Qazvin to Isfahan, the affliction of the Jews intensified. Their employment was 

taken away and they became destitute (Levy, 1999, p.282). It seems as if they kept overcoming 

their predicaments “The Jews earn their living by all kinds of gold and silver work, in which they 

are as clever as the Caucasians; …many are masons, blacksmiths, tailors, and shoemakers…” 

They live under stressful conditions “exposed to the caprices of the governor, who uses every 

pretext to plunder them” (Levy 1999, p. 421). This account seems to match closely one of the 

shah Abbas Lahij stories The Resilient Cobbler ( in chapter 3). 

Another, even older story, Two Mothers with One Baby, which points to the Jewish roots, 

was recorded in Lahij.131
 

Two distressed women approached a judge. They were fighting over a newborn. Each 

claimed the baby as hers. There was no witness to bring testimony one way or another. The 

judge proposed, “Let us cut the boy in half by this sword and give half to each woman.” One kept 

silent but the other begged crying, “Do not kill my baby! I give him up. Let the other woman 

have him, just let my son live, please.” After hearing the plea the judge gave the newborn to the 

mother who wanted to save his life. He concluded that she was truly his mother, and he had the 

other one whipped instead (Miller 1905, part 1., p. 28, 29). 

The narrative was presented without a commentary as a part of a local oral literature. 

But it is echoing the Torah (Old Testament) account of the wisdom of the judgment of the king 

Solomon. It is a reflection on Judaism and a vague memory of having the Scriptures in the past. 

There is one more recent witness from a village of Dəre Babo-Bredol, who confided that her 

 
 

130 Habib Levy described how Jews from Southern Azerbaijan (Iran) had to flee to save their lives in 1801 when 
they were falsely accused because of jealousy (Levy, 1999, p. 406, 407). The Tabriz massacre likely happened 
under Agha Muhammad Khan. In 1928, the community of Tabriz ceased to exist (Levy, 1999, p. 426-427). Be- 
coming Muslims sometimes was the only way to save their lives in Iran. He proposes that many communities fled 
up north again. Those who survived the Tabriz incident mostly made their way to Caucasus, which under Fath Ali 
Shah came under Russia. Thus northern Azerbaijan became their new home. 
131 Russian Linguist Vsevolod Miller published it in 1905, in his Tatskiye Etudy. It offers another insight into 
the possible religious past of the ‘Muslim Tat’ people. 
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grandmother shared a secret, “We are Jews, but do not tell anyone, since it is dangerous. But we 

did have the Torah and Injil 132in the past.” She used to tell her grandchildren Bible stories from 

memory (Y.A.). The Jewish population is known to have lived in the village of Mücühəftəran 

just below Lahij. The Jewish Diaspora, the Mountain Jews, has continued to survive until the 

days of the Azerbaijani state. 133
 

2.2.3. The Girdıman Guardians 

Tracing the ethno-genesis of the Lahij people presents a challenge because of the lack 

of archeology. Russian archeologist Tokarev has documented the chance discovery of very old 

burial vessels. In 1969, they were suddenly exposed during the erosion of the bank of river 

Lilo, next to the current Erekit cemetery.134 The generic information gleaned from it can only 

confirm the suitability of the living conditions of Lahij in pre-history. Azerbaijani history has 

arrived at some possible routes and reasons for the arrival of Lahijans. 

The territory, which has most recently been called Azerbaijan, was known for early 

state formations such as Manna, Media, Atropathena and Caucasus Albania. In the old times, a 

mosaic of tribes speaking different languages has inhabited the land. Some people groups like 

Ləzgi, Udi and the Şahdağ ethnic groups, still living in Azerbaijan, were the native Caucasus 

population of Caucasus Albania. The Udi language, discovered in documents on Sinai, has been 

deciphered and identified as one of the original languages (Alexidze, 2003, p.57). 

There were no boundaries between what is now Azerbaijan and Iran, and an early Iranian 

element has been present for a couple of millennia. Furthermore, Grantovski argued that long 

before the Sassanids, other Iranian speaking tribes were the old original inhabitants, to whom 

this territory belongedsince 700 B.C.(Grantovski, 1970, p.355). The various people left imprints 

of their cultures and beliefs. When attempting to recover the multiple historical layers of the 

main religions of this territory, paganism would precede the monotheistic religions like Zoroas- 

trianism, Judaism, earlyapostolic Christianity, Tengrianism of nomadic Turks and Mongols etc. 

One of the last, but prevailing religious layers Islam, both Shia and Sunni, is the result 
 

 

132 Torah, Tovrat-Old Testament, Injil -the New Testament of the Bible. Since the grandmother mentioned the 
NT as well, it is possible that their family had Messianic (i.e. Christian-Jewish) background. 
133 In 2012 biologist Rosengarden researched the DNA of the Mountain Jews. He concluded that the Jewish Tat 
share their paternal Y-chromosome haplotype with other communities of Jews (Brook, 2010, p. 233). 
134 According to Babayev they date back to the middle or late Bronze Age or the beginning of the Iron Age 
around the second century of the first millennia B.C. (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 37). 
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of the Arabic conquest starting from the 7th century A.D. Today, the people of Lahij claim to be 

exclusively Shia Muslims. However, their beliefs and practices are fused and the earlier layers 

sometimes seep through to the surface. Just like the people living in Lahij subsume a variety 

of religions, they are likely also mixed ethnically.135
 

The people from Lahij, presently called ‘Muslim Tat’, have some officially recognized 

records of their re-settlement from Iran. These documents pertain to the Sasanian time. At that 

time there was no Islam in the Caucasus. This means that those Tat speaking exiles from Iran, 

if monotheistic, could have been either Zoroastrian, Jewish or Messianic upon their arrival. In 

the fourth century Caucasus Albania declared Christianity their state religion. The main reason 

given for the policy of re-settlement of the Tat is the defense of Caucasus Albania against the 

attacks of Khazars, Turks and other enemy tribes penetrating from the north. 

More precise references to the fortress of Lahij and the river Girdıman come from the 

Sassanid era, which starts in the 3rd century A.D. in Atropathena and Caucasus Albania. In 

order to strengthen their northern borders against the attacks of the enemies, Sassanid resettled 

this buffer zone with Iranian speakers from Persia, who were called Tat (Bakıxanov, 1926, p.33). 

According to legend, Key Xosrov sought the good climate of the North and gave himself to 

prayer in the Caucasus, while he lived in Lahij. In the cemetery of Zəvərö stands a tombstone136 

with his name engraved on it (Əfəndiyev, 1901, p.45). 

One of the largest populations of Tat speakers, the Iranian Jews, lived in Dərbənd. Since 

Dərbənd means closed door in Persian, the name of the fortified settlement corresponds to the 

purpose of its inhabitants being the guards or gatekeepers. The Iranian resettlement happened 

during the rule of Yezdigərd, (420-438) and Xosrov I, Anuşirvan I, (531-578), who built a north- 

ern mountain belt of three hundred and sixty fortresses (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 40). This process 

continued under Xosrov’s son Qubad. The writer of chronicles of Caucasus Albania, Moses 

Kagankatvatsi, mentioned thirty thousand families, who were resettled by Mıhr – a close relative 

of Xosrov II, above the shore of river Girdıman (Kagankatvatsi, 1861, p. 135). Under Javanshir, 

the Girdıman Girdıman fortress blossomed as capitol of the Girdıman xanlık (kingdom). The 

hydronym Girdıman carries the meaning guarding, perhaps explaining where Girdıman, the 

 
 

135 “The mix of cultures is most clearly reflected in religions” (Golden, 2011, p. 55). 
136 Archeologist Cəfərzadə confirmed this supposition in his article (Əlizadə, 2010, p.42). 
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river girding and guarding the land, got its Iranian name. The Zoroastrian Scripture Avesta 

gives a deeper meaning for Middle Persian-Pahlavi name Gardoman-Heaven. The place was 

the final destination, where the believers in the one God-creator Ahura Mazda (the Lord of 

Wisdom) go after they have lived and fulfilled the mandate of good thoughts, word and deeds. 

The place is filled with music and happiness of harmony and it is strictly guarded against any 

presence of evil (Skjaervo, 2011). 

V.F. Minorski and others identified the name Lahij with the area of Lahijan in Gilan 

of Iranian Azerbaijan, close to the border of northern Azerbaijan. He argues that usually new 

places are renamed by familiar, old names. There a mountain named Niyal in Gilan as well as 

by Lahij, which strengthens this argument favorably (Minorski, 1963, pp. 32- 33).137 The people 

from Gilanian Lahijan testified that they arrived there from Syria, from a place also named 

Lahij, where they were already known craftsmen (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 42). The toponym Lahij 

exists in Israel since the times of Torah138, then also in Syria, Iran and Azerbaijan outlining in 

the same order one of the likely migration routes of the Mountain Jews. 

 
2.3. The Field Perspective (Emic) 

The objective scientific findings i.e. the etic (outsider’s) evaluation (Anisimov, (1888), 

Miller, (1929), Cavadov, (2000) etc.),139 might be pointing in the direction of the Jewish origin 

of all the ‘Tat’. In spite of the reasonability of that particular hypothesis, it is confronted with a 

strong emic view. The Mountain Jews would not conceive of the humiliation of giving up their 

core identity.140 From the point of view of the Lahij Muslims, imagining that they might have 

been Jews also feels mostly unacceptable. Although Islam is one of the most ‘recent’ religious 

layers, it is irrefutably permiating and powerful. 

From a purely linguistic point of view there are no objective grounds to count Southwest 
 
 

 

137 Additionally, one of the Lahij villages was called Julian, which could be an Arabic variety in pronunciation 
of Gilan. 
138 Mentioned for example in the exilic book of Nehemiah 11:30. 
139 Mountain Jewish ethnographer Anisimov proposes that an overwhelming number of Mountain Jews accept- 
ed Islam after the Arab conquest (Anisimov, 1888, p. 11-12). According to B. Miller, in the XIX century Mountain 
Jews lived in Şamaxı, and in the lowland village Mücühəftəran, under the Niyaldağ mountain range, underneath 
Lahij (Miller, 1929, p.17). Kurdov conducted a comparative study of anthropological features between the Moun- 
tain Jews and Muslim Tat. His conclusion also pointed to one common type (Cavadov, 2000, p.77). 
140 Levy has explained strong reasons for forced conversions under persecution in Iran. In northern Azerbaijan 
the economic reasons of the people of the book having to pay additional heavy taxes could have been a justifiable 
cause for conversions. 
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Iranian Tat or Juhuri as two separate languages (Clifton, p.c.). Kurdov conducted a comparative 

study of anthropological features between the Mountain Jews and Muslim Tat. His conclusion 

also pointed to one common anthropological type (Cavadov, 2000, p.77). However, the two 

communities with high vitality of the relict Southwest Iranian language ended up separated by 

religion and consequently came to believe they speak two different languages. The Mountain 

Jews decided to rename the former Tat language Juhuri (emphasizing its Jewishness) as they 

refer to themselves as Juhurihon (Jews in Southwest Iranian tongue). Lahijans have also rejected 

the etic label Tat and call themselves Lahijan, speaking the Lahij language accordingly. 

The Azerbaijani National Academy of Sciences views these people groups as different 

entities and directed me to study the Muslim Tat and Jewish Tat separately. The two people 

groups agree on one point-their separate distinct identity. 

2.3.1. Qırmızı Qəsəbə and Dərbənd 

In Qırmızı Qəsəbə the safa kdosha (sacred language in Hebrew) is Biblical Hebrew, and 

it is used for the reading of the Torah and prayers during the services. The boys are learning 

to read it in yeshiva, (religious school). The Mountain Jews have an option of expressing one 

concept in Iranian or Hebrew and they exchange them freely. For example, they can say “Təbrik 

soxtənum” (I congratulate you) in Juhuri, or “Mazal tov” (what a good luck) in Hebrew, which 

are equivalent in their use and meaning. 

The school in Qırmızı Qəsəbə offers Modern Hebrew, when a teacher is available, since 

it strengthens their connection and hope of the future in Israel. Mountain Jews of Dərbənd have 

Juhuri (formerly Tat) school instruction and textbooks and a training school for qualifying their 

teachers; however, their focus is on making aliyah to Israel. A young rabbi from Dərbənd advised 

me during my visit on Pesakh141 2014 not to learn Juhuri, but to concentrate on Hebrew since 

“that is where we will all soon live, im rotse Ha Shem” (God willing). 

While visiting with a blue-eyed Jewish teacher in their blossoming yard eating apples 

with cinnamon, sipping unsweetened wine to remember the Pesakh, the gracious host shared, 

“Jew is not a racial category. We have Jews of all but Asian race.” 

“But how about the Bukharan, Samarkand and Kirgiz Jews?” I asked. He was delighted 
 
 

 

141 Pesakh is a Jewish celebration of Exodus from Egypt. 
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at the mention of them, especially because the Kirgiz epic Manas is likely to be identified with 

Manashe, which was a fresh piece of information for him.142
 

To top it off he boasted, “But you do realize that we are the only Jews who could have 

started the hag Purim (Purim holidays)! For we were the Jews who lived under Cyrus in Iran 

and under our wise and beautiful queen Esther, as well. Not the Ashkenazim, or any others! 

We are the Iranian Jews, who started the custom of protecting themselves. It is the Torah itself 

that testifies to that. 

“S etim ni pasporish.” (Russian: You can’t argue with that).143
 

The belonging to the Jewish people was affirmed very joyfully at Pesakh among the 

Juhurihon, the Iranian Jews, keenly aware of their special heritage. On one hand, perhaps some 

of the contemporary anthropologists consider the notion of historical roots and genealogies 

irrelevant or obsolete. On the other hand, the Iranian Jews disagree; they would not like to lose 

sight of their meaningful heritage. 

The older generation of both Qırmızı Qəsəbə and Lahij admitted they would like to 

see the mother tongue to be passed to the future generations. They are concerned that if their 

grandchildren move away from the community, they will likely lose it. The Juhuri or Lahij lan- 

guage is not the only language heard on their streets. Azeri is also spoken in both settlements. 

In Lahij it is mostly due to communication with tourist and visitors. Qırmızı Qəsəbə has many 

large houses, owned by locals that are abroad, that are rented to local speakers of Azeri, often 

Muslims. The cultural house for the weddings in Qırmızı Qəsəbə is decorated on one side with 

Magen David, (the Star of David), and on the other side with a half moon, a symbol of Islam. 

Qırmızı Qəsəbə people have learned about the advanages of diplomacy. 

Within their homes they strictly keep the rules of kashrut (ritual purity). The director 

of school, who studied with Russians, feels free to eat wild boar meat with cheese in the café 

run by his friend. It is located across river Qudiyal, in Quba town, separated from the Jewish 

haven by a stone bridge. At home on the other side of it, he would never consider mixing milk 

and meat products or even have them stored in near proximity. There is an outside face for the 

 
 

142 See Risbek (Richard Hewitt) Manas Lost and Found, 2012. 
143 Purim festival originated in Iran, when their queen Esther and her uncle Mordechai defended their Jewish 
relatives against the plot of genocide planned by the wicked, jealous official Haman. It is recorded in the O.T. book 
of Esther.The name “Purim,” otherwise rare among Jews, is characteristic for the Mountain Jews. 
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temporary foreign guest and a hidden inner life in the community of chosen people of Qırmızı 

Qəsəbə. These observations have been compiled through several field trips between 2012-2014. 

The most important difference between the two different locations is that the Jews rarely 

intermarry outside of their kind, whereas ethnically different brides are welcome in Lahij as 

long as they are willing to become Shia Muslim. In spite of religious differences, besides having 

one mother tongue, the Mountain Jews and Muslim Tat overlap culturally. Both communities 

celebrate some of the same festivals, like old Zoroastrian beginning of the year Novruz. Their 

patriarchal families function according to parallel rules and adhere to similar values. Both of 

these groups were indigenized in the perception of their neighbors Ləzgi, Qrız, etc., thus accepted 

as belonging among the Caucasus people as opposed to outsiders like Russians or Germans. 
 

2.3.2. Lahij Loyalties  

‘Cultural landscapes are at the interface of culture and nature, tangible and intangi- 

ble heritage, biological and cultural diversity – they represent a closely woven net of 

relationships, the essence of culture and people’s identity … they are a symbol of the 

growing recognition of the fundamental links between local communities and their 

heritage, humankind and its natural environment’ (Taylor, p.6). 

The Lahij view of their ethnic origin was given during an interview by the former 

director of the Historical preserve, the present director of the Center for Tourism and teacher 

at the Lahij School Dadaş məhlim. 

“We, the inhabitants of Lahij, were the original Caucasus Albanians settled and living in 

this beautiful, pleasant place long before the speakers of Tat arrived. People lived here from very 

old times, because there is plenty of water and pastures. The Turks, who came later, had to settle 

in the desert and flatlands, which was all that was left. The language of the Iranian immigrants 

was stronger than ours and we have learned it and it took over the substrate tongue, which we 

spoke earlier. Our diet is the proof of our being settled people and not nomads. The elaborate, 

delicious meals we prepare need developed agriculture since we use rice, vegetables and spices. 

This is, for example, dulmə bih (three kinds of minced meat cooked with rice and wrapped in a 

quince leaf) and oş (rice pilaf with mutton, beef, or chicken, dried apricots, chestnuts, sliced and 

fried onions and raisin topping). The Turks, who were nomads and therefore came later, proba- 
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bly latest of all the other indigenous people, were eating kəbob (chunks of meat on the skewer) 

grilled over the fire or mangal (grill); this was easy to prepare while roaming” (D. M., 2012). 

The meals described by Dadaş məhlim (teacher-respectful address) are also traditional 

in Iran and probably were not the customary diet of the Caucasus Mountain tribes to start with. 

However, they express the contrast between settled and nomadic way of life, which was the 

main point his example was to highlight. The people of Azerbaijan today are an ethnic mix of 

many different elements with the Caucasus, Iranian, Semitic and the latest Turkic ethnic group, 

whose language became dominant. 

From the emic point of view, the people of Lahij prefer the geographial self-designation 

Lahijan144. The inhabitants of Lahij admit to using the Tat language (or Southwest Iranian), 

which is their heart language, in which they express deepest and dearest concepts. Although 

Lahijans admit to using the Tat language as the mark of an insider, they refuse to wear the label 

Tat with its conflicted implications. Lahijans diplomatically propose to neutralize the label Tat 

by exchanging it for a safer designation Lahij. The Lahij people expressed that the monograph 

written in Azeri by Gülsüm Hüseynova called Lahıc Tatlarının Dili, (The Language of Lahij 

Tat People) should be corrected to Lahıclarının Tat Dili (The Tat Language of Lahij People) 

(Hüseynova, 2002), (D.M.). 

Furthermore, although they speak the Tat language, they are Lahijans and therefore 

strongly prefer to correspondingly call their language Lahij. In spite of many years of habitual 

use of scientific terminology calling the particular people and their Southwest Iranian language 

Tat; the choice is made to respect the right of the Lahij people for their self-designation. This 

study will follow advice of Joshua A. Fishman to be sensitive to the perceptions of the people 

and, if possible, avoid labeling. 

In Qırmızı Qəsəb the affluent Jews built large mansions, which they tend to visit once a 

year, usually in the summer. The rest of the year they are taken care of by others, mostly Azer- 

baijani renters. The goal of the Mountain Jews, more so in recent years, is immigration to Israel, 

America, or Russia, among other reasons to find a better economical situation. Contrastingly 

the Lahij community is tied to the Girdıman River valley. There the Lahij people try to sur- 

 
 

144 This corresponds to the concept of nutag (native place or heartland) of the Mongolian nomads as explained 
by Alena Oberfalzerová in Nomads and Metaphors, 2006. 
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vive the economic crisis mostly by the work of their hands. When they venture outside of their 

boundaries in search for work, they desire to return to their heartland as soon as they are able 

to. As far as their contemplated future is concerned, they are rooted in the land of Azerbaijan. 

The bilingual Lahij people do not want to appear separate from the Turkic motherland. 

That was one of the main reasons why they decided to be called Lahijan, and not Tat. The 

Lahijans confirm their loyalty to their country consistently. In 2012, while celebrating one of 

the most ancient astrological holidays of New Year on the equinox 21st of March, Novruz, they 

conducted the multiethnic event in the Azeri language. Their first booklet for tourism first of all 

stated that they are citizens of Azerbaijan. There are no separatist tendencies in Lahij, neither 

is there a political connection to Iran. 

The total of around 1,600 inhabitants of Lahij are firmly anchored to their geographic 

location. Their mountainous green valley by Niyal (nine horse mains) is a fiting example of a 

cultural landscape145, because it closely relates to Lahij identity. According to Taylor one of the 

definitions is that it has a palpable connection to the people’s past. Their official language of 

instruction is Azeri, and amongst one another, they speak the Lahij language. Lahij people are 

bilingual in Azeri and Tat.The older generation, which was able to get educated under comunism, 

also knows Russian. Most of the children get to know Turkish passively as they watch Turkish 

soap operas on TV. This has become a concern to the elders who are afraid of the consumerist, 

worldly influence on their minds. They try to counterbalance this undesirable power through 

adding conservative influence of yet another language. The language of religious instruction, 

Arabic, is taught to both boys and girls by mullahs during the summer holidays. It is counted 

highly desireable to be able to read Quran in the original. I found it surprising that the girls 

are also included, because the Jews offer the sacred language instruction exclusively to the 

boys. The synagogue was also mostly off limits to the women146 of Qırmızı Qəsəbə, whereas 

the women in Lahij are welcome to their section of the mosque. It is also interesting that both 

 
 

145 According to Virginia Woolf eventhough the past lingers on in art and memory, it is fluid and changing, the 
landscape is altered slower. It is a living link between what we were and what we have become. When a landscape 
is lost we loose part of ourselves. Landscape involves a cultural process through which identity is created. Memo- 
ry and understanding of landscape mean sense of a special place. Intimately connected with these landscapes are 
people’s stories and the things of which memories are made: the cultural richness that promotes a sense of local 
distinctiveness (Taylor, p.6). 
146 When I asked why are the women mostly banned from the synagogue the answer was because they might 
have their monthly period and would be thus unclean. 
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communities, where the Southwest Iranian vernacular has a high vitality are intensely religious. 

Perhaps there is a positive correlation between preserving a relict mother tongue better in a 

distinct religious environment. 

Although today the Lahij people see themselves illiterate in their heart language147, the 

old inscriptions on the facades of their homes are cut into stones in the Arabic alphabet, which 

was adapted for the use of Farsi (Neo-Persian spoken in Iran). Middle Persian, also called Pahl- 

avi, which used to be the lingua franca of the area for many centuries, is probably the language 

from which Tat, Lahij and Juhuri branched off (Windfuhr, 2012, p.15). 

This historically relict language enjoys high vitality in Lahij and Qırmızı Qəsəbə; how- 

ever, it already disappeared, or is severely endangered, elsewhere (Clifton, 2002, pp.153-154). 

For many centuries Tat coexisted with Azeri because they were used in separate domains. With 

the accelerated, all-permeating spread of the titular language Azeri, the mother tongue entered 

into unfair competition. Even in Lahij the older Southwest Iranian language is being threatened 

through the promotion of Azeri. 

One villager from Burovdal/Bredol, (in the valley 10 km past Lahij toward Quba), con- 

fessed, “Until we were six years old we talked to all of our relatives and villagers in our mother 

tongue and did not think anything strange about it. Our biggest shock came when we entered 

the preparatory class for school and we were suddenly immersed in the Azeri and told that is 

now our ana dili (mother tongue). There was no bridging or gradual learning of the Tırki (that is 

how we all call Azeri), the teacher spoke completely in Azeri with no explanations in our famil- 

iar tongue. Of course we did not understand at first what was going on, and we felt dumb and 

slow of learning. The transition to school was extremely hard. That is what we wanted to spare 

our little ones, and then we started to talk to them in Tırki at home so that they would not feel 

intimidated when they had to start school. We did feel ashamed of our own language due to the 

pressure of education in Azeri. Azeri is official. We somehow felt almost illegal about speaking 

our language, which we perceived as worthless, although it is speaking this old language which 

makes us us. We really do not want our kids to forget it for good, but when we move to Baku 

it becomes increasingly hard to keep it up. The young generation has switched to Tırki” (Y.A.). 

147 The Mountain Jews, as was already emphasized, have books printed in Juhuri and that is a source of pride 
and confidence in the beauty and worth of their mother tongue. As well as having school instruction in it available 
in Russia. 



86 
 

 

The Lahij language appears to be a historical predecessor of Farsi, i.e. Neo Persian, and 

has kept some archaisms. For example the initial “v-,” which was in Old Persian and in Farsi 

was changed to b-, in words vərf, (snow), or vərg (leaf), bərf, and bəlk in Farsi. Azeri language 

has influenced not only phonetical and lexical, but also grammatical features of Lahij language. 

Although the Lahijans see themselves as having the only proper, correct Lahij language 

and the other villagers as speaking in dialects, i.e. incorrectly, the actual comparison shows 

otherwise. The more remote villages behind Lahij such as Həftəsö, Bredol, Əhən are more con- 

servative and have often kept the older, longer forms of words. This is due to the fact that they 

have not been the cultural hub and were not exposed to entertaining strangers. This is perhaps 

best seen with the example of the ordinal numbers, which have already acquired Turkic suf- 

fixes -ci in both locations. In Farsi or Tajik duvomin (second), sevomin (third), kept the Iranian 

suffix-in, however, in Lahij language it accepted the Turkic suffix -ci (sounds chi) and became 

dıyımci, səyımci. In the villages, yekimci (first) still kept the original root morpheme yek- (one), 

but Lahij town switched to birinci, which is already completely Turkic. They still say yek (one), 

but do not even make any sense of yekimci (first), although it is built from the parts of words 

they are familiar with. 

Lexically, Lahij borrowed Turkic quzi (lamb), whereas the villagers kept the Iranian 

vərə (lamb). In the villages, vəçələ, (small), in Lahij gets contracted into bijlə (small), which 

also replaced the archaic Old Persian initial v-for the contemporary Neo-Persian initial b-. The 

source of pride for having town mentality is not supported by more proper or older language, 

as locals perceived, but by a different cause. It is the mastery of crafts in Lahij, which becomes 

the focus of the next chapter. 

 
2.4. Conclusion: The Heart Languages Matter 

The perception of the ethnonym Tat depends on the attitudes, reflecting the current 

sociolinguistic situation in Azerbaijan. The linguist from Russia (i.e. the outsiders), conducting 

their research in the past century did not concern themselves with the insider’s point of view. 

As a result, the people mostly rejected the label, which might carry an overtone of ‘other than 

Turkic or Azerbaijani’. 

The process of Tatassimilation in Azerbaijan has been accelerated through the promotion 
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of the titular language and nation. While the people who identify themselves as Tat are scarce, a 

few small communities still speak the southwest Iranian relict language daily. This remnant was 

divided by religion into two groups; Mountain Jews, residing in Qırmızı Qəsəbə and Muslim 

Lahijans, both in mountain sanctuary. These two heartlands, separated by Babadağ Mountain, 

keep their unique identity. 

Contemporary historian and lawyer Əliyev promoted a hypothesis that the Mountain 

Jews were not ethnic Jews, but were converted by Khazars. This seems to represent the trend 

to downplay minorities through emphasizing the homogenization. The method of etho-genesis 

was used by the Soviets to support ethnocentric positions; as such, it lost objectivity. For the 

Mountain Jews, though, the clarification of their historical roots is relevant and meaningful. 

As a response to the frequent denial of their origin, the Jews attempted to uncover them. The 

Mountain Jews perceive themselves as the descendants of the Babylonian, Assyrian and Ira- 

nian Diaspora. Several historians gathered facts from different times and areas related to the 

Diaspora. Their conclusions represent the reverse of Əliyev’s, since they confirm rather than 

deny the Jewishness of the Judeo-Tat.148Moreover, the gathering and interpretation of scattered 

data points to the continuity of Jews speaking an Iranian tongue on the territory of Azerbaijan 

since the time of Caucasus Albania. Although the local historians in general preferred to avoid 

the theme of Jerusalem connection; the Messianic apostolic branch of Christianity depended 

on the presence of Jewish communities. 

Field experience contributes particular aspects about the present self-perception of the 

Mountain Jews in Russia, Azerbaijan and of the Lahijans. The Dərbənd Jews in Russia focus 

on their biblical past in Iran. They identify most with the Jewish queen Esther, who prevented 

genocide of her people. Some Lahij people view themselves as native inhabitants of the Caucasus, 

who later were assimilated by Persian speakers149 and now are a part of Turkic Azerbaijan. The 

loyalty to their heartland does not seem to conflict with belonging to Azerbaijan. Although the 

 
 
 
 

 

148 With the exception of Məmmədova’s history of Caucasus Albania, who mentioned the Jews in a very eva- 
sive manner as if trying to avoid the issue of their Jewishness, while not denying the presence of Persian or Arama- 
ic Babylonian or Syrian Diaspora. She strove and succeeded to prove on the international level, that Christianity 
was present in Caucasus Albania prior to its spread in Armenia. 
149 These are the Persian speakers who, according to the offi     version, might have arrived from Iranian Lahijan. 



88 
 

 

essentially same language, narrative of Solomon150 and “The Resilient Cobbler”151, proximity 

of the Jewish village of Mücühəftəran and some local testimonies point to the possible Jewish 

origin of the Lahij people, they mostly firmly resist this point of view. 

There is no purely linguistic reason to regard the Qırmızı Qəsəbə and Lahij dialects of 

Southwest Iranian language (‘Tat’) as two different tongues; however, the two communities judge 

them to be two separate vernaculars. Although both of these people formerly called ‘Jewish and 

Muslim Tat’ likely came out of one root, they want to be viewed as two distinct entities. This 

further shows that the results of dispassionate anthropological or linguistical analysis do not 

always align with the local perception of self-determination. Labels were designated by foreign 

linguists, rejected, changed, rewritten and re-evaluated by the people and in the case of Russia, 

by the government as well. 

While considering the emic point of view of identity the Lahijans put emphasis on their 

heartland, whereas Mountain Jews on their ethnic Jewishness. For the Lahij people it presents 

an opportunity of double belonging to their local and simultaneously to national identity. 

The fact that both of these minorities refuse the label ‘Tat’ does not imply that their heart 

language is not crucial to who they think they are, or want to be. Although they each posess 

another different language of religious liturgy, their mother tongue still is the one in which they 

express the inmost concepts. Both of the heartlands, which managed to keep the Southwest Ira- 

nian vernacular, express a desire to keep their relict language for the future generations. While 

the Lahij identity combines various aspects, their heart language is still an intrinsic part of it. 

 
 
 
 

 
Girdıman River  

Guardian of a Paradise 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

150 This was the story of “Two Mothers with One Baby” recorded by Miller in Tatskie Etudy, 1905. 
151 “The Resilient Cobbler”, the key narrative of Lahij, matches the events and atmosphere of Shah Abbas’s 
persecution of the Jews. 
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3. Craftsmanship and Creativity 

The Resilient Cobbler 

Shah Abbas would change into the simple clothes of a dervish to walk among his subjects 

unrecognized. One evening he heard happy singing and drumming in the courtyard and walked 

in to learn its cause. He was invited to partake in the evening meal. The cobbler and his family 

were singing and dancing for joy, simply thanking God that the father had earned supper for 

them. The dervish asked the cobbler how his work was going and he answered, “People always 

wear out their shoes and need repairs, so there is plenty of work.” The dervish asked what would 

happen if the shah forbade the work of making and fixing of shoes. The cobbler answered, “God 

is more powerful than the Shah and ultimately it is God who provides us with everything.” 

The next day the shah issued a decree forbidding cobblers from carrying on their trade. 

The ‘wandering dervish’ (the shah in disguise) returned to the same gate and heard the sound 

of happy drumming and singing again. He found out that while many cobblers gathered up and 

grumbled about the ban, the cobbler grabbed a broom and water. He had earned a meal for his 

family by sweeping the market instead. 

The next morning the Shah’s men broke the cobbler’s broom, but when ‘the dervish’ 

returned he heard the joyful singing around the supper meal once more. That day the cobbler 

served tea and scrubbed people’s backs at the hamam (public bath house), and brought home 

bread anyway. As a consequence, the next day Shah shut down all the hamams. 

The resourceful cobbler, however, helped serve meals for the bereaved and brought 

home more cooked food, fresh fruit and nuts than before. The evening visitor was astonished at 

the continuing celebration of daily provision. The next morning the Shah responded by closing 

down all the mosques. Then the Shah’s men captured the cobbler and forced him to become a 

palace gatekeeper. The cobbler had to guard the gate, with no pay, on bread and tea, until the 

darkness set in. 

However, even that night the grateful beat of the drum continued to sound. ‘The der- 

vish’ learned that in order to feed his family the cobbler sold the sword given to him for the 

protection of the gate. The following day Shah Abbas tried to trap and humiliate the invincible 

cobbler. The ruler ordered the cobbler to execute a criminal at the square, by cutting off his head 
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with the sword he was given the day before. The cobbler gathered all his wits and courage and 

prayed, “God, if this man is guilty let his head be cut off, but if not, may this sword turn into 

wood.” Then he drew the wooden sword that he had carved out at night and the people around 

him cheered and celebrated. The innocent person did not have to die, and things were not going 

according to the Shah’s whims. “Truly God is far more powerful than the Shah!” the cobbler 

confirmed. “He keepsproviding. Şukrba Xudo!” (Praise God!) (Y.A., Bredol, N.M., Lahij 2013)152 

This key narrative, “The Resilient Cobbler”, represents the current economic challenge 

and creative ability of the Lahij masters to continually overcome adversity. The craftsmen persist 

in finding new ways to keep old trades alive. The resilient cobbler symbolizes and resembles 

the character of Lahij people struggling to survive through the daily adjustments needed to 

provide for their families. 

The scope and character of identity subsume many complex issues; nevertheless, the 

trade of coppersmithing and other crafts are evidently at the core of Lahij identity. Having a 

skill and being able to use one’s hands to create masterpieces and to feed one’s family have 

always been key elements of life in Lahij. The methods of observant participation, interviews, 

and analysis of narratives were used to explore the identity pertaining to a particular way of life 

through diligent craftsmanship. The way craftsmanship and township mentality relates to the 

identity of Lahijans will be explored together with their flexibility and creativity. 

 
3.1. The Characteristics of Lahij 

 
3.1.1. Way of Life 

The settlement of Lahij is hidden high in the Caucasus Mountains of Niyaldağ at the end 

of a steep, rocky road. From centuries past until 1970, when the first dirt road was built, Lahij 

was only accessible by a narrow and dangerous path. Travelers, riding horses or camels, were 

at times forced to dismount and lean toward a rock formation in order to proceed. Today, Lahij 

is accessible by a four-hour drive, heading northeast out of Baku toward the regional center of 

İsmayıllı. Behind the fortification walls, however, a remarkable world is hidden. 

The mountainous fortress of Lahij stood up high to guard the country from the enemy 
 
 

 

152 The description of Shah Abbas treating the Jews of Isfahan a certain way to humiliate them was given in 
Chapter 2. matches closely this narrative. 
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attacks in the past. White two story houses have been built out of honed stones carried from 

the Girdıman River. Lahij builders and masons handled each one of these stones to fit within 

the desired design. Strong wood beams are layered in between to support the buildings against 

earthquakes that periodically sweep through Lahij. The fortress has served in the past as a 

shelter from the wars raging in the lowlands. Lahij was purposefully built to withstand destruc- 

tive forces. In a similar way, it stands out as a home to traditions, values and a mindset mostly 

resistant to the sweeping changes of globalization. 

The family homes and seven squares with wells and hamam (bath houses) were built in 

a medieval style of town building and rebuilt over and over again on top of the same location.153 

The town of Lahij is a home to a community, characterized by a specific way of life. The Lahij 

people have been able to keep their culture, ancient crafts and trades, several layers of religion, 

oral wisdom and relict Southwest Iranian language. The Lahij values are displayed through 

traditions, celebrations and in the responses of the close-knit community to daily situations. 

While the Lahijans, as inhabitants of a town, have a craftsman mentality, they make most of 

their surroundings and are partially able to live off the land. The natural setting of Lahij, with 

the lush, green mountains sheltering the town from winds, plentiful water sources, and pleasant, 

sunny climate seen through local eyes resembles the Garden of Eden. Cənnət Bağı (Paradise) 

is the name given to the recreation area at the entrance to the town. The flocks and herds graze 

on grassy slopes and the fertile land abounds with different fruit trees. Lahijans make most of 

their natural resources and can partially live off the land. People heat their homes with wood, 

which they cut into logs and bring home loaded on the backs of horses, donkeys and mules. 

Summer is haying season, devoted to the preparation of food and fodder for the cattle in the 

winter. Some people choose to keep bees. The alpine meadows contribute to the clearness and 

fine taste of their honey.154
 

In Zəvərö (upper) neighborhood, which was build on the mountain slopes, and in the 

Ərəgit neighborhood, on the outskirts of the settlement, people raise chickens, cows, horses, 

donkeys, mules, goats and sheep. This trend has increased, as handicrafts became a less reliable 

 
 

153 In 1980, the government of Azerbaijan recognized the medieval, Middle Eastern architectural building style, 
and gave the town the status of a historical preserve. 
154 The beehives, made out of wood, stay outside in the winter season, but are covered by bark to retain warmth. 
The bees are customarily sold in the spring, when they have been strengthened by surviving of the past winter. 
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way to completely provide for family needs. Mattresses, pillows and warm blankets made from 

sheep wool are still made for each household. The women of Lahij also knit bright colored socks, 

slippers, knee-highs, and mittens for their family, as gifts, or for sale. They are decorated with 

cosmic ornaments of sun, moon and the stars. 

Lahij women grow vegetables in their gardens, which are usually close to the river 

Girdıman. Their staples consist of potatoes, buronı (green string beans), cucumbers, tomatoes, 

onions and garlic. Almost every household has fruit trees bearing cherries, apples, pears, plums, 

walnuts, hazelnut, zogal and quince. There are choice varieties of pears, which are renowned 

for their taste and fragrance. Some of these were brought from Iran and grafted onto wild apple 

trees (Cibir, Quriquran, Kasimalı) and popular kinds of pears trees (Sinimulla sinı, Məllo-şobi 

Nar-armud, Firxanı). One of these special kinds of pears is Lətənz, the taste of which Lahijans 

compare to the sweetness of a mother (Əfəndiyev, 1901, p.65). 

Some of the fruit, picked in early October, gets stored lasting until early spring. Other 

fruit gets cut and dried in pieces, juiced and dried in the sun into round fruit leather, or cooked 

into jams and jellies for the long, cold winters. The tomatoes and cucumbers also get pickled 

with dill and garlic and put into larders in glass jars. Children climb the mountainside to pick 

wild rose petals in June, blackberries in August, and rosehips and hawthorn berries in Septem- 

ber. Mothers and grandmothers preserve them, and when abundant, the children attempt to sell 

them to visitors. 

Gülab, rose water, is used as a perfume, stored in a slender ornamented copper vase 

with a lid, and used to comfort visitors at mournings.155 Women diligently pick herbs for sea- 

soning and for medicinal use, like mint, thyme, and futolı, which means eternal, everlasting. 

The long leaves of the futolı plant are braided, dried, and sold to tourists on the bazar (market) 

street. Since there is no drugstore in Lahij, people mostly use herbal medicines, which they pick 

in the alpine meadows and dry in the sun. The significance of knowing the secrets of nature 

pertaining to the healing herbs are well illustrated through the oral tradition. The story a Mint 

pillow, was shared by a white haired neighbor, I.S., from Erekit, while he gathered mint out of 

my landlady’s garden. 

 
 

155 A special brew is prepared in a huge copper pot out of blooming pussy willow buds. It is used as a folk rem- 
edy to relieve rheumatism and headaches. 
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One very old man was sick for many long years, so he asked as a last favor to be taken 

for one more trip to the woods and mountains. His oldest son laid him comfortably on top of 

sheep skins on a wooden cart and made him a thick pillow out of freshly picked mint, which 

his old father used to gather. After a few hours of riding, while the green herbs propped up his 

white head, the refreshing smell of mint brought him back to life. Perking up, he sat up and 

looked around at the Niyaldağ.Then he went on living for many more years and enjoyed his 

grandchildren. 

3.1.2. Town Craftsmanship Mentality 

While Lahijans live closely intertwined with nature, the craftsman mentality remains 

the essence of the town156. Lahijans boast of being a part of a highly developed civilization in 

the past, since they possessed an ancient canalization system. In some places, sewer water still 

flows through ancient ceramic pipes and keeps the cobbled streets clean. This elaborate sanitary 

system was very unusual for such a high mountain location. As Lahij became a popular center 

surrounded by satellite villages, it acquired a town mentality. 

Villagers come to town to purchase or barter for necessities. Townsfolk express their 

superior attitude by looking down on the “hillbillies” from the surrounding mountain villages 

for spending their lives following herds and flocks. They are proud of the Lahij masters creat- 

ing masterpieces. The particular use of their homes illustrates this point as well. The two story 

houses in Lahij typically are built with a workshop combined with store on the ground floor 

leading to the cobbled street. Doors stay open during the day so anyone passing by can enter, 

browse and hopefully make a purchase. 

Peasants, however, do not have workshops. Instead they provide room for the cattle and 

sheep to live with them. In this way the downstairs gets turned into a barn, chicken coop or 

stable. In the house, their livestock can keep warm during the long, snowbound winter season. 

The country folk even now depend on the town for all kinds of services, such as having their 

horses shod. They travel to Lahij to buy gear such as saddles, straps, bridles, whips, as well as 

instruments and hardware for housework and work in the fields and gardens. In the past, they 

also came to exchange food for boots and clothes made out of leather, winter hats, pots and 

 
 

156 The following thoughts are result of observant participation within the Lahij community. 
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pans, copper water jugs and oil lamps, pottery, knives, bowls, eating utensils, carpets for their 

walls. All of those were and to some extent still are handmade by Lahij masters. 

In the past, skillful labor made the town economically prosperous and gave the fairly 

affluent Lahijans a boastful attitude toward the villagers until the war famine of 1945. There 

was no food in the town and the starving, weakened Lahijans would stumble through the deep 

snow across the river and mountains to the remote village of Bredol, also called Dəre Babo, 

(Grandfather’s Valley) to ask for some food. The villagers worked their fields day and night until 

their hands were black and calloused. They knew no repose (Balayev, 2011, p. 89). At the same 

time, they always had food on their table – cheese, onions, eggs, and potatoes. The peasants 

knew neither luxury nor hunger, so when the war and famine arrived, it shook the customary 

balance between the town and village folk. 

The proud Lahijans brought costly jewelry, extravagant silk red dresses with golden lin- 

ings, and shiny buttons to bargain and exchange them for a bag of potatoes. The villagers would 

suggest, tongue in cheek, “Try to throw the gold to the chickens, see if they will agree to eat 

it.” Yet, they did not let the Lahijans leave empty handed. The Lahijans would load up with all 

they possibly could carry on their backs. They returned with the precious cargo, which helped 

them to make it through the winter. The families for whom Dəre Babo provided, did not have 

to move away from Lahij. It was a season that made potatoes far more precious than gold. For 

a little while, the condescending attitude of townsmen turned to gratefulness for simply being 

able to survive (H.A. Bredol, Z.X. Lahij). 

 
3.2. The Trade of Coppersmith 

 
3.2.1. Renown Past 

Archeological finds from the Neolithic time point to abundant sources of natural minerals 

in the Caucasus Mountains. Rich supplies of gold, silver and copper facilitated metalworking in 

Caucasus Albania (Mustafaev, 2007, p. 391). The first precious metal, which was used in Manna, 

Media, Atropathena and Caucasus Albania, to develop and perfect skills in metalworking, was 

bronze.157
 

 
 

157 Azerbaijan’s metal working centers were: Qəbələ, Bərdə, Gəncə, Şamaxı, Şabran, Bakı, Naxçıvan, Təbriz 
and Lahij. 
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The policies of Sasanian re-settlement to the Niyal Mountain Range brought different 

Middle Eastern traditions of mastership, which in time blended with the local, Caucasus Albanian 

ones. The Sasanian style of coppersmith became known for its use of the Achaemenid ancient 

techniques and ornaments. The masters characterized by the continuity of the Sasanian style 

came from Gilanian Lahijan region of Iran. Their artifacts closely resemble those of Southern 

Azerbaijanian Gilan and Tabasaran of the eight and ninth centuries (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 86-90). 

The ancient trade of coppersmiths became one of the main synonyms for Lahij and its 

centrality is reflected in the specialization within this profession. The people living on the banks 

of the Girdiman River were the guardians, protecting their country from enemies arriving across 

the northern frontier.158 That is one reason why one of their first specializations was zirehgar 

(maker of weapons and armor). The weapons, both firearms and weapons with blades such as 

swords, knives, etc., were both used locally and exported abroad. The skilled Lahij masters also 

made protective armor, from helmets and shields to knee braces and copper gloves (Mustafaev, 

2007, p. 392;Məmmədbəyli, 2004, p. 27). 

The trade of coppersmithing was in need of the supporting trade of charcoal makers159 

to keep their work fires going. A master coppersmith could not manage on his own, either, and 

needed assistants for the smelting processes. This involved other skilled workers (Mustafaev, 

AE 1., 2007, p. 394). Such practice, as well as those of many other trades, shaped the way Lahij 

was planned and organized. 

The town-like settlement of Lahij even at that time was divided into different məhəlləhon 

(neighborhoods) with bazar (markets) according to different professions and specializations of the 

craftsmen. These neighborhoods carried names appropriate to the various trades like the mizgər 

(coppersmith), zərgər (goldsmith or jeweler), zirehgər (weapon and armor maker), ahəngər (iron 

worker), nəilbənd (blacksmith), xarrat (woodcarver), nəcor (carpenter), kuzəgər (cup maker), 

rıxtəgor (smelter of metal) ,and bazzos (seller of cloth) quarter and many others, such as leather 

workers, hat makers, cobblers, tailors or dyers of cloth (Məmmədbəyli, 2004, pp.36, 39, 45). 

Some of the medieval divisions of the Lahij neighborhoods have kept their designation till this 

 
 

158 The Girdıman xanlık is mentioned in several written documents already in the third century of Caucasus 
Albania (Məmmədbəyli, 2004, p.26). 
159 Charcoal was the most effective fuel for the coppersmiths and also was used at home for cooking and heat- 
ing. Charcoal making developed as another kind of Lahij industry (Əlizadə, 2010, p.207) 
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day, such as dulusçu məhəllə (potters’ quarters), although this trade has since disappeared. 

On the other hand, the mizgər bazar (coppersmith market) is still active. During the feudal 

Şirvanşah 160 era Lahij developed as a cultural hub and a busy center for the coppersmith trade 

and various other arts, crafts and cottage industries, which were in great demand. Lahij was 

referred to in seventies of the nineteenth century as one of the main producers of firearms and 

kitchen copperware for the Caucasus and Persia (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 95). 

Lahij masters earned a reputation of excellence on the Silk Road. Lahij was a crossroads 

and a market place on the way from Bərdə to Dərbənd.161 The camel caravans would bring 

supplies of raw copper to Lahij162 and leave loaded with finished masterpieces. At first, most of 

Lahij made copperware that consisted of armor and weapons–helmets, shields, swords and even 

firearms. However, this war equipment became obsolete with the conquest of the Caucasus. The 

cooking copperware and other customary kitchen supplies, various instruments and multiple 

high-quality and handmade valuables were still needed then. The high demand for these goods 

extended to Russia, Turkey, Georgia, Iran, India, and beyond. The ornamented craftsmanship 

of Lahij masterpieces is a part of prized possessions of European museums like the Hermitage, 

Louvre and Bern (Hacıyeva, 2013, p. 7). 

The same ancient methods of production have been kept alive till this day. Through all 

this time the population of Lahij was dependent on the economic viability of the skill of their 

hands. The trade of coppersmithing reached its “Golden Age” in the middle of the nineteenth 

century. In the nineteenth century, Lahij was recognized as the main center, as well as the 

professional school of coppersmith trade in all of the Caucasus.163 One thousand inhabitants of 

Lahij were involved in the trade of coppersmithing, whereas Baku had only two masters at that 

time. Although other towns in Azerbaijan also practiced the trade, it appears that they either 

were Lahijans or had received Lahij training. 164
 

160 In the tenth century Lahij also served as the administrative center of the Laizan region in the upper part of 
the Girdıman River, which was a part of Şirvanşah’s domain (Aşurbəyli, 1983, p.96, 97). 
161 It shortened the journey by a few days; however, some travellers and traders avoided it, so they would not 
have to pay a high toll (Məmmədbəyli, 2004, p. 34). 
162 Coming mostly from Tiflis and Astrakhan (Əlizadə, 2010, p.102). 
163 Efəndiev, who worked as a teacher in the Lahij School mentioned that the number of inhabitants in 1886 
reached around 7,000 (Efəndiev, 1001 p.165). In 1970 it was 2,400 people, and in 2008, 892 (Əlizadə, 2010, p.58). 
164 There are places and neighborhoods in Azerbaijan named after Lahij in Quba, Zaqatala, and Şəki regions, 
which point to the origin of the coppersmiths who lived and worked there before. The coppersmiths made a living 
also in Qəbələ, Bərdə, Gəncə, Şamaxı, Şabran, Bakı, Naxçıvan, Təbriz and Lahij. 
Gəncə and Şamaxı also originally came from Lahij. Even Dərbənd was known to derive their skills from Lahij masters to whom they were 
related and turned to for help when needed (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 96-99, p.393). 
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Lahij was a self-sufficient town able to provide the main necessities of life and supplythe 

country people’sneeds as well. Coppersmiths kept busy making everything needed for cooking 

and dining such as tripods, pots and pans, ladles, cutlery, samovars (old tea makers fuelled by 

charcoal) and large jugs for fetching water, which are still used daily in Lahij. The traditional 

dowry included a set of sixty copper bowls, plates and a basin for hand washing, which were 

passed on from generation to generation. The nəilbəndhon (blacksmiths) and ahəngərhon 

(iron-workers) made a wide assortment of things from nails and horseshoes to instruments for 

jewelers, leather workers, tailors, carpet weavers, cobblers, butchers, builders, farmers. They 

also provided all the hardware items up to the copper oil lamps to light up their homes (N.M.). 

A wide range of other crafts, arts and trades supplied all the other goods necessary for 

daily life. The second most popular trade was leather working. Lahij became especially renowned 

for the buck hide from game hunted in the Niyaldağ. The coloring of suede was done by natural 

means: black with unripe walnut skins, dark green with horse manure, etc. Cobblers made good 

use of the leather, creating all types of boots and shoes. Some were designed for horse riding 

and the traditional shoes had a pointed, turned up nose. The thick fur coats and fluffy round 

sheep hats kept the Caucasus men warm through the winter. 

3.2.2. Present Crisis 

The cottage industries, self-sustainable family businesses run out of homes, kept Lahij 

thriving until the beginning of the twentieth century, when it became flooded with manufactured 

goods from Russia, causing significant numbers of Lahijans to leave the town. People started 

to buy readily available cheap tin and plastic items. The demand for them grew and prevailed 

over the demand for expensive, but high quality, handcrafted copperware. People now are just 

as likely to fetch water from the wells with bestı (traditional copper jug) as with light, cheap 

plastic water jugs. Lahijans themselves are transitioning from using quality, heavy long-life 

copperware made by master’s hands, to using manufactured items. 

Like the resilient cobbler, fathers in Lahij diligently strive to keep providing for their 

families as economic challenges shake their existence. They pick up where they left off, adjust, 

and find new ways to make a living. The six master coppersmiths left in Lahij today have 

almost no customers for their heavy, high quality copperware. They have switched to making 
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lighter, not as costly, but still beautifully ornamented souvenirs, motivated to cater to tourists. 

Some other salesmen, desperate to earn at least some money, started to buy cheaper goods in 

the wholesale market in Baku, which are stamped “made in China.” They are adjusting to the 

demands of Azerbaijani tourists, who rarely buy expensive copperware, but might agree to 

spend a few manat on a small keepsake. 

Tailors can no longer make living by sewing ordinary clothes for a living, but they now 

design and make traditional costumes and hats. Visitors can dress up in the medieval shields 

and helmets to take memorable pictures. In recent years, Lahij started to benefit slightly from 

the business of opening their homes to visitors staying overnight, with meals included. The host- 

esses prepare delicious local meals like bih dulma (minced meat with spices and rice wrapped 

in quince leaf) and oş- pilov (rice with tender meat, fried onions, apricot, chestnut and raisin 

topping). Bih dulma is a Lahij specialty, since the rest of Azerbaijan makes grape leaf dolma. 

There are two main hurdles to further development of the tourist industry in Lahij. One is the 

lack of modern infrastructure,165 and the other is the need for specialized guides. 

The director of the Lahij Tourism Center expressed the desire to start a training school 

for the eco-ethno wilderness tourism specific to Lahij, which would ideally offer training in 

English as a foreign language. He desires to see equestrian guides for mountain trekking adven- 

tures trained as well. This could broaden the perspectives for the development of international 

tourism. However, the official response to this locally perceived need was that the regional center 

of Ismailli already trains youth to become receptionists and bar tenders (D.M.). 

In spite of these adverse circumstances, some adventuresome international tourists find 

their way to remote, legendary Lahij. The settlement of craftsmen has become the second most 

popular destination in Azerbaijan after Şəki, renowned for its Şirvanşah palace decorated with 

şəbəkə (mosaic, made out of glass pieces). This new opportunity, however, is mostly limited to 

the summer season and normally only consists of one-day trips. To begin to get to know the rich 

culture, it is far better to visit Lahij during a festival like Novruz or to take a part in a wedding 

celebration. There are so far very few tourists visiting with a specific interest in history, art or 

 
 

165 When approached for advice, the head of the German-Azerbaijan Friendship Society was not optimistic 
about the future interest of German tourists in the historical town of Lahij. She concluded that Germans will not 
chose to go to places which do not offer the basics of indoor plumbing as a prerequisite to comfortable and hy- 
gienic stay (Helga Daub, Humanitarian Forum, 2014). 
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ethnic culture. How then do people make a living? 

Opportunities for employment are limited in Lahij. Presently there are several government 

workers: a secretary, a post office clerk, a doctor, and several nurses, as well as employees of the 

local school. The school had its 125th anniversary in 2013, when it had 241 students, and is the 

government institution offering the most jobs in town, employing 30 members of the teaching 

staff as well as administrative and custodial workers (Hacıyeva, 2013, p.112).166
 

The museum employs two workers. The director of the Tourism Center of Lahij also 

teaches at the school so that he has a year round source of income. There is an Internet club and 

a youth counseling center, run by the local photographer. He makes a living by photographing 

and composing wedding albums, as well as designing personalized mugs and other gift items 

with pictures of the Lahij fortress. He has helped provide specialized tours for youth and school 

children, working with embassies and schools in Baku and arranging comfortable transportation 

with a driver from the Baku International School. Since he married and had his first son, this 

no longer provides sufficiently consistent income to support his family and he is ready to move 

to Baku to work in a bank. 

Twodrivers of old, falling apart marshrutka (public minibuses) provide the early morning 

connection to Baku and back, and some drive to the nearby regional center of Ismailli.167 A few 

other men attempt to work as taxi drivers, but that also is more or less seasonal work, since in 

the winter with no tourists visiting, the demand for taxis is virtually non-existent.168
 

Out of all the professions, two seem to be in a steady demand, since they meet essential 

needs of the population: the butcher and general store sales person. Other opportunities are 

based upon occasional needs. Some men work as wilderness guides, when the opportunity is 

presented, and a group of five musicians perform at weddings, birthdays and other parties. Two 

of the same men juggle both of these irregular jobs. 

There are two hotels in Lahij, but they are not owned by locals, and do not employ many 

townspeople. As a result of the challenging economic situation little cash circulates in Lahij. 

166 Around 8,000 pupils have completed the Lahij School, of those, 3,000 went on to get a higher education. Out 
of these students around 1,000 became teachers (Hacyieva, 2013, p.112). 
167 Lately they offer to pick up people in Baku right at their home, which makes it more convenient to transport 
luggage or other things like canning jars as well. The latest news in October 2015, there is no longer that connec- 
tion available. Two busses have to be taken. 
168 The road was paved up to Namazgah, but otherwise it is still a dirt road. When covered by winter ice it be- 
comes dangerous and at times impassable. 
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Although the basic needs of food and shelter are still provided for, young people desire a more 

fulfilling economic situation then Lahij is able to offer. There are few opportunities for the 

youth to stay and earn a living in their native settlement. Therefore, they leave the safe haven 

of their homes in search of employment. 

3.2.3. Lahij Masters Today 

In spite of the pressures of industrialization there are still several masters keeping the 

core identity of craftsmanship alive. Abbas Khosrov is ahəngər, (master of ironworking). He 

is still able to make all the tools for other trades and crafts and for common household use, 

building and farming. He works in the same workshop in Erekit that his father worked in, for 

which his grandfather made the tools and workbenches. Master Abbas promised his father that 

he would carry on their trade. He uses his father’s damğa (seal). That is how chefs from Moscow 

tracked him down to get his sharp, long-lasting knives. The Khosrov sisters weave carpets with 

his hooks, as they are much more suitable for work than generic, manufactured ones. Abbas 

Khosrov makes special scissors, which could be used by goldsmiths and jewelers. His sons help 

him only in the summer; subsequently, it is uncertain if anyone will be able to take over the 

renowned family workshop. 

There are three nəilbənd (blacksmith) masters: Xamurad, Nasur and Zeynal. They make 

nails and horseshoes and can shoe horses. At one time, their work was in high demand and one 

of the most popular professions. There are six mizgər (coppersmith) masters left in Lahij. Ismail 

and his father Qurban state that their trade is a gift from God, and that is why it ought to be 

put to use. They still make copper oil lamps and are glad to light them and demonstrate how 

they function. Ceblemi Aliev is a seventh generation coppersmith and works in a workshop that 

was built in the seventeenth century. Ceblemi was born into a family of ten children. His four 

sisters are carpet weavers, and the six brothers are coppersmiths. Three of them work in Lahij 

and three in Şamaxı. Master Ceblemi is grateful that, contrary to the infamous Shah Abbas, 

President Heydər Əliyev encouraged their trade by setting coppersmiths free from taxes and 

payments for their licenses. 

Three coppersmith brothers, Rəşad, Nəzər and Rövşən Əliyev, share a workshop on the 

coppersmith main market street. Rəşad was educated to be an engineer. He is one of a very few 
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master coppersmiths still able to carve ornaments in the ancient Iranian style called oyma. The 

decoration is a very delicate and time-consuming task. Finishing one bowl could take from four 

to six months. Rövşən is a teacher of physics and informatics and he also worked as a school 

director for twelve years. It was he who brought and set up the Internet service in Lahij. He 

writes physics textbooks for Azerbaijan. 

Nəzər, teacher and master coppersmith, also served one term as the director of the Lahij 

Historical Reserve. He has a large library and aims to collect all the books that were ever writ- 

ten about Lahij. Remembering the hard transitional times, he said that after the Soviet Union 

fell, there was a permanent shortage of electricity. He longed to get a generator so that his work 

would not be constantly interrupted. Some wealthy guests stayed with him some time later, 

and asked him how they could reciprocate his generosity. He had done much for them free of 

charge, including gifting them his copper art pieces. He considered asking for a generator, but 

decided against it, choosing not to put himself at an advantage over the rest of the community. 

The guest told him that there would come time when they will have everything, including reg- 

ular electricity. The electricity did improve, but one commodity Nəzər will always be lacking 

is time, admitting that it is his greatest need (N.M.2015). 

Nəzər is always the last one out of the workshop and the first one there early in the 

morning. Somehow he balances his creative work with his family life and is kind to his wife 

and large family. He delights to have his one-year old grandson Fərrux, which means happiness, 

bouncing on his knees as he sings to him. He admits that it is heartbreaking to accept that his 

youngest son Camal, the photographer and Internet club director, will take the grandson with 

him to Baku. 

Nəzər carries on his trade because he is aware of it being an art. He appreciates that 

money comes and goes, but believes that the creative energy and thought poured into each mas- 

terpiece is worth much more. He confided that due to a temporary grant, he was able to train 

two young apprentices in basic coppersmithing skills, and they now make a living as jewelers 

in Baku (N.M. 2014). He is one of the men of both honor and progress who is burdened with 

the continuation of traditions and trades in Lahij. 

The last master, a horse gear maker, personifies the character of the resilient cobbler 
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best of all. Azadə Mokadov is a blind master, who, in spite of losing his sight and being hard 

of hearing, faithfully continues his work day in and day out. He compensates for the disability 

by the heightened ability of his sensitive hands, which have been trained to feel keenly. With 

the iron parts, provided for him by Abbas Xosrov and others, master Azadə is able to make all 

horse gear, from whips, bridles, stirrups, harnesses, and saddles, to riding boots. He was born 

in 1924. Will anyone be able to follow in his path and continue the disappearing trade? 

 
3. 3.    Relationships and Work Ethic 

 
3.3.1. The Resilient Baker 

Z.X., the woman who at 72 became the person guiding my effort to unlock the Lahij 

language and mindset, seems to be the resilient baker. She chose a story out of an Azerbaijani 

primer, and said that she would like to translate it to pass onto her grandchildren. It was about 

adult children questioning their elderly father; asking why he continues making bricks in his old 

age. The young generation considers it difficult work, not worth getting exhausted over it. The 

man answers that he learned a hard trade so that he would never have to beg, and for that would 

be willing to spend even his last bit of strength on his work. Similarly, Z.X., who went through 

many hardships as a child and a widow, does not stop striving to provide for her children and 

grandchildren even in her old age. 

She bakes traditional cookies, which are energy and time consuming. Şəkərçörəyi sim- 

ilar to Scottish short bread, take intensive kneading and patient decorating to suit the special 

occasion. For Novruz they are made in a shape of a sun with yellow middle, for engagement 

parties or weddings, they are red and shaped into a heart. 

The most difficult of all sweets and cookies was the preparation of the first spring Novruz 

cookie Siyə həlvo (black halva), which brings warmth, vitamins and nourishment after the winter 

cold. First, the wheat seeds need to sprout, then they are ground, then butter, flower, sugar and 

many spices including black pepper, cinnamon, ginger, and rosemary are added and blended 

together. The thick mass is then slowly cooked on a low ochog (tripod) in a heavy copper pot 

over an open fire in the yard. It has to be stirred with a long wooden spoon till it turns dark 

brown, which takes around 5 hours. Z.X. and her erus (bride)169 take turns constantly walking 
 

169 Erus, bride is how the daughter in law is called in Lahij. It is how her role is perceived. 
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around the fire stirring the huge mass of heavy dough so it does not burn. 

Eventually, it needs to cool off, and then it is worked into the shape of a star (similar to 

paklava) and finally dipped in crushed walnuts. It is a spicy, hot tasting cookie, in some ways 

similar to black licorice. Since it takes an enormous effort to cook, local storekeepers can sell 

it to Lahijans, living in Baku, who have no time to prepare the labor consuming delight. Z.X. 

does not get paid in cash for buckets full of cookies, but instead she can choose to bring home 

other provisions such as sugar, salt, tea, candy, flour and so on. Every bit helps feed her family 

and she enjoys that. The resilient attitude has gained Z.X. a good reputation among the town’s 

folks; they look up to her as a woman of experience, diligence and wisdom. 

Rəcəbli, the Azerbaijani ethnographer who has been focusing on family, would put her 

within the Azerbaijani context into the category of ağbirçək (in Azeri) or kələ zən (in Lahij 

language), i.e. a respected older woman, who after the death of her husband takes on the respon- 

sibility of family leadership, and her wisdom is appreciated by the entire community (Rəcəbli, 

A.E.2., 2007, p. 301). She genuinely cares about others and participates in all community events. 

Z.X. is one of the favorite cooks for family or religious events. She and her cooking partner 

fed many hundreds of people at weddings, mournings, and memorials for the departed after 

the forty days and one year, Çımrışıni (happy bright eye celebration), circumcision parties and 

other events. The arduous task and high responsibility of cooking on an open fire to feed large, 

hungry crowds, including scrubbing all the blackened pots clean, is rewarded by 50 manat per 

day, which is currently worth just under $50. 

Z.X. wrote a meaningful poem for her firstborn daughter in the summer of 2013. It was 

told in the context of the hard, never-ending work of a woman’s hands. She was born in 1943 

and wrote of events that took place around 1955. Her strenuous work and tiring long hikes were 

soothed by the beauty of high mountain scenery, the taste of wild berries, and by her shepherdess 

friend Bodommö (almond mother), who lived to be a hundred and three years old. When Z.X. 

presented All Before You Ever Were to me for the first time at the end of our Lahij summer 

fellowship, she was so moved by her memories that she read it to me through tears. 

I was chopping the grass on the mountains with a sickle, 

When the juicy red raspberries appeared before me smiling, 

I picked each and every one to share them with happy siblings. 
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I packed the grass into a tight bundle and loaded it on a horse. 

All before you ever were. 

I picked and carried in a tight hug many stalks of wheat, 

Loaded them on a horse and took them to the mill to grind them into flour. 

All before you ever were. 

Then I loaded it on a horse brought and stored it in the ambar (storage). 

They gave me a share of flour; 

On a horse I brought it home to knead three loaves of bread 

And bake them in the tənür (oven), 

And we ate them. 

All before you ever were. 

I went to plant potatoes by White Spring, herded sheep at Quzidoşi, 

Made hay stacks at Qeyri and ate blackberries at Niyal Dag mountain pass. 

All before you ever were. 

When I got tired tending to potatoes, I was welcome at the icoq fire of Bodommö. 

Drinking her hot tea at yeyloğ (summer pasture) Çeçol would warm my heart. 

All before you ever were.170
 

Z.X. commented that the present generations have everything and that life has become 

easy. The times when she worked in the flour mill to earn a bag of flour as the year’s wages, 

gleaned corners of fields on her knees, and fainted after digging potatoes, are done and over. 

The stores are full of food and other goods. You can buy everything now, if you just have money. 

Şükür bə Xudo! (Praise God!) 

3.3.2. New Roles and Challenges 

The women’s role and status have been slowly changing even within the frame of the 

patriarchal Shia Islamic culture. Before Communism, girls would finish only a few classes 

and would be forced to wed at a very early age, usually to much older men. The standard age 

difference between husband and a wife in all of Azerbaijan used to be from 10 to 25 years 
 

 

170 The original poem in Lahij language: 
TI HƏLƏM NƏ BİRE BİRİ (Məmərə bə kilə ə qədimi ixtılotı) 
Man güvö zənihona bı zərəni bəpşöman qırmızı mürihon bıdərmoran, 
Man əzü dəstə bəgiriftəni bı şohra elhon bıdorəni,Tı hələm nəbire biri. 
Güvohona kürə vədorəni kutmuhona beştəni. Bə əshon bor vənorəni, tı hələm nə bire biri. 
Man bıçin bısoxtəni quçoq quçoq dərz bubostəni uşuna bə əs bor vənorəni, tı hələm nə bire biri. 
Dərzhona(grain) bı xərmon bə güftəni, gəndımhona vor bıdorəni tı hələm nə bire biri. 
Gəndımhona bə kisə dəkərdəni, bə əshon bor vənorəni ba amborhon vordəni,tı hələm nə bire biri. 
Əshona bı xərmon bıbərdəni, dərzhona bı xərmon bagüftəni,gəndımhona vor bıdorəni-ti hələm nə bire biri. Gəndimhona bə kısəhona dəkərdəni 
bə əshon bor vənorəni ba amborhon vordəni –tı hələm nə bire biri. 
A ambor poy gəndim mənə bastorəni bə əs bor vənorəni bü ösüvö bərdəni ə gəndımman orda bıkəşirəni,ti hələm nə bire biri. 
Ordara ba xunə bıbərdəni ,sito nun xəmir bısoxtəni, bı kələ tənur bıdabastəni, nun tənurirə və kərə nıhrə bıxordəni–ti hələm nə bire biri. 
Ba Ağ Buloğ biraftənı qilinhona bıkoştəni ba Quzi doşı vərmorəni tı hələm nə bire biri. Bı sər Geyri 
bıraftəni güvəhona kürə vədorəni,qutmunhona(hay stack) bəştəni tı hələm nə bire biri. 
Küh Niyola vermorəni bağale xırsirə bıxordəni, bı sər yəhəri(sedlo Niola) vermorəni- tı hələm nəbire biri. 
Bı Yəyloğ Çəçol bıraftəni Bödommörə yurdyiə bədirəni bə içoği çoy beştəni-tı hələm nəbire biri. 
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(Rəcəbli, 2007, p.314). During the Soviet time, a free higher education system was established, 

and consequently, girls married later. The traditional role of the man was one of a provider. 

On one hand, the chance for some women to be the breadwinners along with the men made a 

valuable contribution; on the other hand, cases of a woman with financial independence and 

quality education clashed with patriarchal expectations. 

Z.X. expressed that the biggest regret in her life is that she was only allowed to finish 

seven grades of school. She would have liked a chance to continue her studies, for she was both 

hard working and talented. In one summer of working together on texts, recording narratives 

and translating, at 72, she learned to read the Latin alphabet.171
 

Although she regretted not studying, she emphasized that she was very grateful that 

her much older husband had a respectable job as a doctor and, on top of that, was also kind. 

He never raised his voice against her or their children. Regrettably, her husband died early, and 

Z.X. had to fend for herself and raise her five children. In spite of the fact that she made it a 

priority for their children to receive higher education, her two sons did not find a job in Lahij 

matching their qualifications. 

They make their living partially through a “cattle dip”, providing a chemical baths that 

rid livestock of insects. One son is trying to experiment with importing different uncommon 

animals from Turkey, such as camels and ponies.172 He hopes that some tourists will want to see 

them, pet them, or perhaps even ride them for a fee. His sons spent a summer showing these to 

tourists.173 One of Z.W.’s daughters was able to get a stable, well-paying job, but her husband 

struggles with alcohol. This is a rare occurrence within the strict Muslim society. Thus, some 

conjecture that his struggles are caused by the perception that the woman, and not the man, is 

supporting the family, causing him to feel shame. 

Some women have an opportunity to become teachers or get other jobs in the Lahij 

School. According to the community consensus, career women in Lahij often end up with the 

undesirable status of a spinster. Some women holding paying jobs confided that freedom from 

masculine dominance coupled with the lack of kindness, was the main reason they made the 

171 The oldest generation learned Cyrillic at school, but contemporary Azeri is printed in Latin alphabet. 
172 He is the one who requested me to bring the ponyfrom Trabzonwith his brother as described in the introduction. 
173 This year, he sold his camel since he had a hard time to keep it well in the winter and the pregnant mother 
pony lost her baby. He is very disappointed because there is no matching male pony in Azerbaijan to breed with 
and she is left barren. 
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hard decision not to marry (F.B.). Furthermore, an educated, financially independent woman 

initiated a divorce because she was not willing to put up with the aggressive behavior of her 

husband. She confessed that his behavior was unacceptable to her, because she compared him 

to her father, who was a kind man (X.M.). Financial independence gives a woman the choice to 

stay outside of wedlock, if she prefers to, but it is not the community norm. 

3.3.3. Modesty and Covering 

New instability to the family relationships is brought by globalization coupled with 

economic crisis and new opportunities. For example, the English teacher initiated a divorce 

with his wife, who was accused of being too attractive. Her beauty and her refusal to cover her 

head were perceived as a threat, particularly because her husband was absent for long periods 

of time. In spite of the offended local sensitivities and suspicious attitude, in reality, there was 

no adultery or questionable intention involved. 

Soon after, to the surprise of the town, the divorced man remarried. This second time 

he chose a woman, who conforms to the traditional standard of behavior. His new wife always 

wears a head covering, does not wear any makeup, and behaves according to the agreed upon 

inner rules of modesty and propriety. The same man was fluent in English, prestigious in Azer- 

baijan, which provided him with upward mobility in Baku. Now working as a translator instead 

of teaching, he spends most of his time earning money outside of Lahij, and his second wife 

ends up living alone for long periods of time. 

His former wife moved to Istanbul and became a beautician, a profession absent in 

Lahij. For many years she has lived alone taking care of her three children. Her now adult son 

proclaimed, “I would prefer to marry a girl from Lahij who can work hard and cook everything 

from scratch, unlike the laid back, modern Turkish girls from the city” (F.L., 2013). 

The issue of propriety and head covering seems central to the popular debate on gender 

and Islam. Fatma Mernissi explains the Quranic origin of the veil (hijab), which descended from 

heaven into the bedroom of newlyweds in Sura 33:53 because of a need to protect the couple’s 

(the prophet’s and Zeynab’s) intimacy from a stranger (Mernissi, 1991, p.85). The implications 

and purpose of a hijab, which divided the space in two, are to hide, to separate and to designate 

the forbidden space (Mernissi, 1991, pp. 92-93). 
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Amina Wadudpoints out the original Quranic scripture behind these commonlyaccepted 

opinions and judgements. The Quran points out that the wrong intention behind inappropriate 

actions is the desire to go out and make a ‘wanton display’ of oneself. She argues that mod- 

eration in presenting oneself should apply to both sexes equally. If man considered woman to 

be equal and not the object of his sexual desires, woman would be safe regardless of how she 

dressed (Wadud, 2007, p. 221). Mernissi along the same line points out that veiling, although it 

protects a woman from unvanted advances, was invented for men. It is the man, who is afraid 

not to lose control over his mind. This shows that perhaps it is women who have a better control 

(Mernissi, 1987, p. 31). The woman’s hair, as Carol Delaney experienced residing in a Turkish 

village, is seen especially sensuous or tempting. She was warned not to show it, or a man would 

automatically want to become intimate with her, mistaking it for an invitation (Delaney, 1991). 

Similar attitudes can be discerned in Lahij. On the one hand, as the previous sobering 

case leading to divorce proved, similar opinions exist about beauty and the ‘seductive spell’ of 

women’s hair. On the other hand, the deliberate display of manliness during the competitions of 

Novruz, or the typical young lad’s loud and fast gallop through the cobbled streets174 to attract 

a girl’s admiration is considered well within the limits. 

These examples show a definite bias, making it perhaps complicated for women. This, 

however, as I check myself, is the freedom-loving, individualistic (i.e.Western) mode of thought, 

forming in my mind. The usual reasons some Muslims give for the covering are protection and 

honor. The first concept of ‘covering’ means being aware of the fact of nature, that men are 

visually stimulated. The second goes with a question, whether the woman wants to be perceived 

as moral, respectable or loose. 

Wadud has worn a hijab for 30 years even though she did not think it obligatory. She 

chose to do so since it made her look safe. Her public role and choice of Muslim attire brings new 

meaning to the old symbols causing progress in thinking. This combines fixed uniformity, but 

also a ‘radical personal re-inscription’ (Wadud, 2007, pp. 177-178). “I chose intentionally to cover 

my body as a means of reflecting my historical identity, personal dignity, and sexual integrity” 

(Wadud, 2007, p. 221). Leila Ahmed penned similar thoughts. Veil represents authenticated and 

174 In Baku, as the ‘equivalent’ of showing off, men revel in driving fast and honking as loud as possible. They 
are gentlemen on the bus letting women sit, but when it comes to crossing the road, when they are behind the 
wheel, it becomes another story. 
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more true cultural way of life. The patterns of behavior like dressing modestly differentiate the 

Muslim women from the women of the West. “Muslim women are careful about their reputa- 

tion… In America women are too free in their behavior!” (Ahmed, 2011, p. 120) “When I wear 

this dress,” one woman explained, “people on the street realize that I am a Muslim woman, a 

good woman. They leave me alone and respect me” (Ahmed, 2011, p. 121). 

Several Muslim woman authors have expounded on the covering being equated with 

protection and safety as opposed to open to unwanted advances. Those in turn would bring 

dishonor to the father, brother or husband of the improperly clad woman. 

A compassionate look at the Eastern woman with the compulsory headcovering, judg- 

ing her unfree and male-dominated would have been a routine response perhaps anticipated 

by authors like Said. However, Saba Mahmood managed to break this stereotype and invert 

its logic. She acknowledges virtuous conduct with the image of covered woman, which equals 

modesty. Moreover, she identifies the voluntary devotion to God, the inner conviction, as being 

the main motivation for the covering. It has become a symbol of Islamic revival in the mosque 

movements, therefore a progressive, modern tendency of renewal. The women’s agency is the 

piety of their relationship to God. “…the veil both expresses ‘true modesty’ and is the means 

through which modesty is acquired” (Mahmood, 2005, p.23). 

“In order for an individual to be free, her actions must be the consequence of her “own 

will” rather than of custom, tradition, or social coercion” (Mahmood, 2005, p.11). Does the 

person cease to be free if she choses to act according to tradition with which she identifies? 

Freedom, I propose, includes the choice of following the custom or culture, just as much as not 

to. I perceive this thought on freedom as applicable within or outsidethe communityboundaries. 

“The changes that occur abroad among the diaspora involvedecisions on how to integrate  

without entirely giving up their own cultural meanings, values, and practices. Often, integrating 

into a new community entails shifting one’s moral understandings and practices” (Zigon, 2008, 

pp. 62-63). A number of Lahij women, who followed their husbands who had found work in 

Russia, were concerned about their husbands’ marital unfaithfulness. They ended up blaming 

it on what they perceive as the shameless, provocative behavior of some Russian women. They 

remarked that Russian women were after Muslim men because they are hard working and are 
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not given to alcohol (Z.T., 2013). 

The Lahij men abroad seem to have enough Islamic conviction to resist alcohol, but not 

enough to escape the temptation of extra-marital relationships. The breakdown of the formerly 

strong family ties is mostly brought about by stepping outside the boundaries of traditional 

way of Lahij community life. The urban setting, Russian or not, lives by a different, and more 

liberal, set of standards. As these cases show, the tendency to compromise traditional moral 

convictions on faithfulness applies predominantly to men when leaving their home, especially 

for work abroad, typically to Russian cities.175
 

According to interviews with women who went abroad, the “cheated on wives” still 

chose to respond with the customary ways of behavior acceptable within the Lahij community. 

That means that the wives of Lahij men remained faithful, even outside the boundaries of their 

traditional society, in spite of the extenuating circumstances. Perhaps they did not only conform 

to, but internalize the norm of faithfulness. According to Barth, moral constraint could operate 

in such ways that it causes the person to be hesitant to engage in a form of an unusual behavior 

for the fear that they would then act outside of their ethnic identity (Barth, 1998, p.18). Could 

it be that the women see faithfulness as a core part of Lahij identity that they were not willing 

to betray? 

Through the hardships, however, women observed that Russian men are generally sur- 

prisingly appreciative of their wives and treat them as close friends. The offended Lahij women 

ended up perplexed by the unacceptable behavior of Lahij men, who were willing to lose their 

honor outside of the safeguard of their community (Z.T.). 

 
3.4. Diligence and Art 

 
3.4.1. The Skillful Hands 

A good work ethic seems to be at the top of the list of Lahij virtues for both genders. The 

following narrative No Help for the Lazy One, illustrates men’s opinion on some undesirable 

women’s qualities. It was told by Z.X. on a hot July afternoon after we had just finished baking 

a triple batch of şəkərçörəyi 176cookies and were waiting for them to cool before we carried them 
 

 

175 The generation educated under Communism can still speak Russian, which facilitates more options for em- 
ployment. 
176 Cookies, which take a lot of kneeding, similar in taste and texture to Scottish shortbread. 
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from Erekit to the town stores on the main street. 

The shah observed that each evening, when a simple workman returned home, he was 

happy and dancing. He called him in, and questioned him as to the cause of his joy. 

“My wife expects my return and gladly welcomes me; she has a clean house and makes 

me a square meal each evening,” the poor man answered. The shah proposed to make a trade 

of one wife of the poor man for three beauties from his large harem. The man asked about their 

characters before he made his decision. The shah told him that one had a habit of stealing, the 

second liked other men, and the third woman was lazy. 

The man shook hands on the deal. When he was bringing the three new wives from the 

shah’s palace, first of all, when crossing the river, he threw the lazy one overboard. The other 

two sat silently and were frightened in anticipation of what might befall them. The husband 

welcomed them home and said that he was ready to lay down the ground rules. The husband 

took the thief aside to show her where all the money and valuables were kept, and told her she 

was free to take anything she ever wanted, but only if she never told him, so that he could think 

that she was trustworthy. 

The unfaithful wife was told she was free to run after other men, but if she decided to 

fool with others in their home, she had to bring them secretly through the back door and never 

tell the husband about it. That way he would think of her as faithful. The man went about earning 

the daily bread, and the two new wives got their heads together. 

This new husband treated them both very generously, so he did not deserve to be stolen 

from or cheated on. So the two women decided to have a fresh start and treat him well in return. 

They cleaned the house till it sparkled, planted the garden, and prepared delicious meals. They 

waited for him eagerly to come home. Once again the shah saw the husband dance with joy 

upon returning home. 

He asked him, “Is the thief stealing?” 

“No,” answered the workman, “she has everything she wants and is content.” 

“Is the unfaithful woman seeking other men?” 

“No,” he answered, “she is satisfied.” 

“Is the lazy one still lazy?” 
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“No,” he replied, “certainly, not in my home. You know there was no help for the lazy 

one.” (Z.X., 2013) 

Z.X. laughed as she finished telling this absurd story; she has no patience with pro- 

crastination or laziness in others. From the early morning she is on her feet moving, she keeps 

always working and providing for her family. This story illustrates that diligence is valued 

above other positive traits. The other shortcomings can be improved with time, patience and 

kindness, however laziness is the most formidable and gets to be severely judged as the most 

persistant ‘incurable condition.’ 

The next narrative The Shah’s New Trade, especially popular among the women of Lahij, 

indicates what they, in turn, consider to be important. 

The shah, as used to be his custom, walked unrecognized among his people, dressed 

in ordinary clothes. One day he saw a very beautiful girl fetching water from the well in her 

copper jug and fell in love with her immediately. The shah longed to marry her, so he sent his 

men to propose a marriage through her father, who, as the shah learned, was a shepherd. 

The father responded right away that he wanted to ask his daughter’s opinion first, which 

greatly surprised the shah’s servants. More than that, this girl of low origin dared to question 

the men about whether the shah had mastered any trade. The shepherd’s daughter spoke to them 

with her face modestly turned sideways, as was expected. Nevertheless, she stubbornly insisted 

that if the shah could not use the skill of his hands, she would simply refuse to marry him. 

Although the men were shocked by this challenging request, the shah’s feelings were 

so strong that he himself came to negotiate the terms of the desired marriage. Since he did 

not possess any skill, the girl offered to teach him to weave carpets in order to qualify him to 

marry her. He applied himself to learn from her diligently and finally succeeded in satisfying 

her expectations. Then he was free to marry her and provided generous wedding feasts with 

much aşuk (folk love song singer, troubadour) singing, musicians playing and men dancing. The 

whole kingdom celebrated and rejoiced and the newlyweds were very happy together. 

The shah was kind and gentle to his wife, whom he had to earn, and they even talked 

together about many things pertaining to the ruling of the kingdom. Suddenly, however, the 

disturbing news reached the shah, that some people of his country had started disappearing 
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without any trace. Therefore the shah went on his rounds dressed in normal clothes to blend in 

with the people. This time he set out to discover the cause of the mystery. 

As the shah and his men walked around for a whole day they got hungry and entered 

a çoyxuna (teahouse). They ate until they were full. Unexpectedly, the boards of the wooden 

floor under the table parted, and the shah’s men together with the shah fell into a dark, damp 

and moldy cellar. They found themselves kidnapped by the owners, who cooked human meat 

for their meals. Their captors were happy that they caught a few fairly fat men. 

The shah, who remained unrecognized, suggested that he had a skill to offer, which could 

benefit them for a much longer time. He persuaded them to allow him to weave carpets with 

special ornaments. Later, they sold them at a good profit on a local market. In the meantime, 

the xatun (queen) prompted the guards to look everywhere for any sign of the shah’s presence. 

They searched everywhere and turned every house upside down, but to no avail. Then finally 

the men-servants noticed a carpet with an unusual design in the bazor (open air market). 

In spite of its outrageous price, they bought it and spread it before the khatun’s feet. She 

immediately recognized the unique design of her husband’s handiwork, and ordered the guards 

to follow the men who sold the carpet. The guards followed them quietly to the çoyxuna and 

saw the hidden passage leading into the cellar. They swiftly arrested the owner of the çoyxuna 

with his crew and discovered the shah sitting in the dark corner weaving a carpet. 

The shah and the xatun were ecstatic to be reunited and grateful that no more people 

would be lost to the greed of the wicked men. Consequently, the skill of weaving that the 

shepherd’s daughter had taught the shah saved many lives. The celebration of çımrışıni (happy 

bright eye) surpassed even the greatness of their wedding, and all the people danced for joy 

(Y.A. Bredol, N.M Lahij). 

According to this narrative, the women of Lahij value most a husband’s skillful hands 

that are able to provide for the family above other traits. They prefer the ability to create and 

earn a living to wealth and status, which is perceived as less dependable and impermanent. 

“The Shah’s New Trade” introduced women’s agency in spheres previously unimaginable. The 

bride had a say in the choice of her spouse. The shah submitted to her in learning a skill, which 

goes against the static perception of gender roles. Beyond that, the shah spoke with his wife as 
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with a close companion. People loved and respected the khatun, for she was wise and caring 

and even participated in leading her community. These aspirations are a part of oral tradition 

and women’s imagination, how about the reality of life in Lahij? 

3.4.2. Revival and Continuity 

Women were the ones who led and fought the battle to bring about the revival of carpet 

weaving with their diligence. On the one hand, industrialization put out the fires of the masters 

who worked with bronze, gold and silver, and stopped the pottery, and charcoal making. On the 

other hand, this particular trade managed to swim against the strong current. 

Although the carpet weaving used to be known in the Caucasus, it disappeared without 

a trace and was not part of Lahij crafts in the 20th century. Then, like a swallow announcing 

the coming of spring, Gülgəz Səfəliyeva arrived in Lahij in the 1950’s. She came from the Ləzgi 

village village to be married and brought with her a spark that started the fire – a carpet weav- 

ing skill (Əlizadə, 2010, p. 241). Gülgəz inspired the Lahij women. They were learning slowly 

since they had only one loom to share between them. Then surrounding villages sent some of 

their old fashioned looms to Lahij. As a response to the growing demand the town carpenters 

learned to build carpet-weaving looms. The long forgotten, ancient art of carpet weaving had 

been successfully revived.177
 

The women of Lahij made use of the delicate plant and triangular ornaments, which 

were used on their copperware, and created an original style. The style of carpets was also 

influenced by, and belongs to, the wider traditions of the Quba and Şirvan regions. In April 

1955, a carpet weaving union workshop, which included other crafts, was founded in Lahij. 

Further, in 1966, a carpet-weaving cooperative was established as a separate trade. A mosque 

near the main square, in the lower part of the town, was transformed into a workshop. At that 

time, twenty-seven women weavers worked there, and they were equipped with looms working 

according to a newer technique. Soon after, 

The year 1984 saw Lahij opening up a professional technical school, which taught cop- 

persmithing and carpet weaving trade skills. Gülgəz Səfəlieva herself taught carpet weaving. 

While in 1970 there were two hundred woman workers, by 1985 there were eight hundred 
 

177 First, Gülgəz gathered four Lahij women–Kübra Hüseynova, Ceyran Əsədullayeva, Kübra Baxşıyeva, Fat- 
ma Movlanova. In the early years these women made from two to four carpets a year. 
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women employed in Lahij. Soon each family had a professional carpet weaver178 (Əlizadə, 2010, 

p. 243). Ninety-five percent of the carpets were exported abroad. France, Canada, USA and 

other countries exhibit the masterpiece carpets created by the skillful hands of Lahij women.179 

The fall of the Soviet Union brought a decline in the carpet weaving industry and the 

trade training school was closed down. Still, this unexpected turn of events, which revived the 

long lost art, confirms the creative potential of Lahij. The remarkable, unexpected incident gives 

hope for the possibility of reversing the loss of other trades. 

The carpet-weaving boom, in which the women took initiative to revive a lost trade, 

also brought some freeing attitudes. Pre-school was opened for the first time to help take care 

of the children of working women. Today both men and women carry water and groceries on 

the cobbled streets of Lahij and talk to each other, while some other stricter Muslim villages 

still keep the women confined within their homes. The relationships between men and women 

in Lahij are influenced by diligent work and a trade skill. Yet, given the changing conditions, 

how do the masters foresee the continuity of trades? 

Concerned for the future of his trade, master coppersmith N.M. shared with me his 

thoughts while carving an ornament on a pomegranate bowl in his workshop. He said that he 

is getting older, and would like to be able to pass on his trade. He did not think that something 

like a temporary grant could give a permanent solution for the continuity of trades. There had 

once been a coppersmith trade school in Lahij, and N.M. suggested that it could be reopened, 

and the buildings that are empty during the winter season could be used for classes and dormi- 

tories. Other lost trades, such as pottery and jewelry making, could be added to the list of arts 

and crafts taught at the Lahij professional training school (N.M.2014).180
 

Should these propositions materialize, it would make great use of the masters, who at 

this point are ready to teach, and it would provide future jobs for the youth in Lahij and perhaps 

professions for others who are interested in reviving the historical trades in Azerbaijan. 

178 The carpets of Lahij became renowned for their sturdiness, delicate ornament and fine color-coordination 
(Əlizadə, 2010, p. 243). 
179 There were around fifty traditional carpet designs or patterns in great demand. Some of the most famous 
were Quba, Alpa, Pirəbədil, Şamaxı, Xilyə, Gerat, Ağ çiçək, Sarı çiçək (White flower, Yellow flower in Azeri). 
Other modern types reflected Communist ideology, combining the ancient techniques with the contemporary 
symbolism. These carpets portrayed emblems such as the hammer and sickle, a red star, and portraits of Lenin. 
180 Əlizadə in the conclusion to her monograph suggested that re-opening the professional trade school, which 
in 1985 served to train local youth, could revitalize the Lahij industries. This could help to stop the urban migra- 
tion of young people (Əlizadə, 2010, p.381). 
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Europeans invest in opening up skanzens, i.e. ‘museums under the open sky’181. These 

types of museums attempt to re-create traditional living situations within their historical context. 

The workers, dressed in the traditional clothes simulate the historical past through their perfor- 

mance, the arts and crafts including. Contrastingly, Lahij naturally functions like a “museum 

under open sky.” The community of Lahij as a whole is an authentic living heritage. There 

is little public and international awareness of their uniqueness. Recognition worldwide could 

help to make Lahij better known, protected and developed. UNESCO has been approached to 

recognize the traditional bilingual community of Lahij as intangible cultural heritage site. 

 
3.5. Conclusion: Diligence is a Key 

Lahij can be better understood through its history of the coppersmith trade and other 

trades, which are at the core of the community identity. The prosperous past gained Lahij fame 

for mastery of craftsmanship on the Silk Road, but has been replaced with the present economic 

crisis. Modern times have brought manufactured goods and displaced or diminished many once 

vital trades practiced in the town settlement. The trade of carpet weaving, though, was revived 

for a time by the women’s agency. This revealed the creative potential of Lahij with hope of 

revitalizing other lost crafts. 

The Resilient Cobbler, as a key Lahij narrative, expresses the persevering character of 

the town folk. Time after time the people strive to adjust and keep earning a living with their 

hands. All the town’s inhabitants, including children and the elderly, are struggling to survive. 

Although the natural surroundings and efforts of the people allow them to partially live of the 

land, money is still very scarce in Lahij. Consequently, youth become frustrated with the lack 

of opportunities to earn a living. Lately tourism and hospitality has become a possible source 

of income, and the masters are trying to be flexible to meet its new demands. It is, however, 

limited to the summer season, weakened by lack of infrastructure and the lack of specialized 

training for guides. Also, low awareness of Lahij being a prospective tourist destination adds 

another hurdle to overcome in the future. 

Another way to earn a living is through leaving the boundaries of the close-knit com- 

munity in search of work in urban centers, and, in some instances, even abroad. While this puts 

 
 

181 In the Czech Republic, one example of such an animated ‘historical site’ is Rožnov pod Radhoštěm. 
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bread on the table, it also brings serious consequences to the former identity, customary way 

of life, and morality. Once the fortress of Lahij is left behind, the stability of the family as a 

unit, their mother tongue, crafts, skills and traditional ethics are susceptible to transformation. 

It shakes the previously strong bond of marital relationships. The responses to temptations are 

gender specific. In the case of earning a living in Russia, the women remained faithful, while 

the men chose to have affairs.182 Consequently, the original identity is being altered, and the 

traditional ways of Lahij are disappearing. 

The grassroots initiative of today’s resilient coppermiths of Lahij proposes some active 

steps to secure the continuity. The masters would like to see a trade training school re-open, 

together with specialized training for equestrian, eco-ethno adventure tourism. This would provide 

jobs for youth, who could then make a living locally, without migrating to urban centers. The 

townsmen hope that ‘the living museum of Lahij’ would benefit from worldwide recognition, 

which could lead to the development of Lahij as a heritage site. 

The main pillars of life in Lahij seem to be the steady work of skillful hands and a stable 

family. Recently both of these have been shaken. Locals are working to change the forms to fit 

the present circumstances, while keeping the essence of the trades and moral values alive. Lahij 

identity is anchored in diligence and creativity and the trades and crafts of the Lahij masters’ 

hands are still the heartbeat of Lahij. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trade of Coppersmith 

7th Generation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

182 The cases listed here are still rare exceptions, and not normal occurrences within the expected Lahij stan- 
dard. 
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4. From Wedding to Mourning 

Just One Drop of Pomegranate Juice 

Bəxtiyor and Gülcəmol were a poor and God-fearing couple. For a longest time they could 

not have any children, no matter how hard they tried and prayed. In the end, God graciously 

gave them the desired gift and Gülcəmol was with child. One evening they heard knocking on 

their gate and the husband went to answer it. When he opened the door, there stood a stranger 

on a donkey. 

He said: “Please forgive me for bothering you so late, but my journey is long and I am 

in much need of rest. Would you let me stay with you tonight?” 

“A guest is sent by God,” Bəxtiyor answered, and brought the unexpected guest home. 

Gülcəmol spread a tablecloth and set hot tea and fresh bread before him. Then she prepared him 

a comfortable, clean spot on the mat in the room in the same corner with her husband. Soon 

both tired men were snoring loudly. She lay on a mat in a corner opposite of them and kept 

turning around from side to side and just could not fall asleep. Gülcəmol was curious what was 

in the bag that the guest left hanging outside. Finally she gave in and peaked inside the bag and 

discovered that it was filled with big, juicy pomegranates. 

All of a sudden the pregnant lady was overcome by an irresistible craving to eat one, 

but knew, down inside, that it would be wrong. So she took her knitting hook and pricked one 

well-rounded fruit and put her mouth under it. She caught one drop of pomegranate juice on 

her tongue, savored it, and felt satisfied. After that she was finally able to settle down and fall 

asleep. Early in the morning the guest thanked and blessed the couple, and left, since he had a 

long road before him. 

A healthy, handsome boy was born to Bəxtiyor and Gülcəmol. The parents loved him 

dearly, but more than anything they wanted to raise him right. Their son, however, was becoming 

very naughty. No matter how hard they encouraged him, instructed him and punished him, he 

still constantly misbehaved. The elderly neighbors complained that not only he was disrespectful 

and unkind, but even bullied those around him. 

His parents were desperate and turned for advice to an old sage. He told them that they 

had evidently done or eaten something horom (unclean), while expecting him. They needed to 



118 
 

 

make it right before they could see any relief. They thought and thought, examining the year 

before the baby was born and could not find anything they did wrong. Finally it dawned on 

Gülcəmol that she licked the one-drop of pomegranate juice, which she sneakily took from the 

bag of their unexpected guest in the middle of the night. She felt remorseful, told her husband 

to find the traveler and make any restitutions needed to gain his forgiveness. 

Bəxtiyor traveled a long day’s journey and arrived tired at the door of their guest. He 

said that he could not go to sleep before confessing and making things right. Then he explained 

what had happened to their son through the stolen drop of pomegranate juice. The guest replied, 

“I will forgive you, but you must do one hard thing for me. I have a deaf and dumb, blind and 

weird daughter and your son is to take her voluntarily in marriage.” 

The father Bəxtiyor was saddened by the harsh punishment, but surprisingly both the 

mother and son were willing to accept the strange conditions. Upon pronouncing the statement, 

“Yes, I will take her,” their son was instantly transformed into a different, generous and kind 

person. He treated elders with respect, became compassionate, giving hand to the needy and 

lifting up those who fell. His parents were perplexed; both happy and fearful at the same time, 

dreading the new blind, deaf and dumb ugly bride’s arrival. 

When the new bride came they were stunned, for the girl was beautiful beyond words 

and there was no flaw with her eyes, ears or tongue whatsoever. The parents and son turned 

around immediately and traveled to her father to tell him, that he must have made a mistake by 

giving them a different daughter for a bride. He responded, “Oh no, there is no mistake. My pure, 

sweet and, therefore, different daughter is blind to evil, does not listen to gossip and no rotten 

words come out of her mouth. She is just the right bride for your kind son.” So their wedding 

celebration was an exceptionally happy one, and the father-in-law served fresh pomegranate 

juice in abundance. What a heavenly taste that was! (Y.A.) 

This narrative illustrates how having children and raising them to be married and to 

become good members of the community seem to be two key goals in life of the Lahij parents. 

The wholeness of an ideal person through the unity of the three spheres of character–good 

thoughts, good words and good deeds was formulated for the first time through the example of 

the bride. Honesty, kindness and respect are highlighted as desirable qualities. The Lahij mind- 
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set is reflected through the daily grind and in a more pronounced way through the community 

partaking in each other’s life cycle events. Recorded Narratives, which closely follow core values 

from the insider point of view, will be used to give voice to the people of Lahij. Some of these 

were composed recently during fieldwork as a response to various situations. The customs, 

ideals, expectations and actions that set this community of Lahij apart will be presented through 

observant participation and interviews, which took place in a natural setting and atmosphere. 

 
4.1. Family Relationships and Values 

 
4.1.1. Marriage, Purity and Loyalty  

In the past, the bride’s opinion was usually not a part of the matchmaking process. A 

girl was often married to a man a whole generation older than she was, and she had no say in 

the matter. Rivka, a woman now in her seventies, who lives in the village of Əhən, above Lahij, 

resisted marrying an older man in the 1960’s. She locked herself in a different house, so that her 

marriage to a man she disdained could not be consummated. She got awaywith it once, but was 

forced to conform the second time and marry a different man, whom her parents picked (R.X.). 

In previous generations, the groom did not get to see the bride’s face until the veil was 

taken off at the wedding, though female relatives would often investigate the bride’s physical 

appearance and report back to him. It is still customary for the young people to be discouraged 

from talking to each other until their wedding. The limitation on dating applies specifically to 

“face to face” conversation so talking on mobile phones is becoming increasingly widespread 

and acceptable. However, there are still no provisions for dating or getting to know each other 

better. Humorous folk verses Girlie, girlie describing a young man inviting a girl to the source 

of water away from town show his desires to overcome this ban: 

You came to fetch water and you smiled at me! 

Who are you, girlie, girlie? I’d like to get to know you. 

So won’t you come again? Just do not tell your mother. 

Girlie, girlie, I really like you; don’t you want to see me? 

Just do not tell your mother; you do not want her to beat me. 

Ah, your voice so sweet in song, 

Oh, but your brother is so strong. 

Who are you girlie, girlie? Won’t you come and see me? 

(Z.X.2013, I.M. 2015) 



120 
 

 

The virginity of a bride was, and still is, a moral requirement. In the past, the groom’s 

aunt used to provide a white cloth to collect a fresh bloodstain during the wedding night. If the 

relative waiting outside was not satisfied by her examination of the cloth, the girl under suspicion 

could be returned as “damaged goods”. If the expected result was positive, the aunt affirmed its 

proper outcome by letting the male relatives know. Then, in turn, they would shoot a rifle three 

times. That was a public announcement for the whole community proclaiming that the bride was 

indeed virtuous. These shots could take place even at 3 a.m., if need be. 

Even though people still talk about this custom, it has been somewhat modified. The 

aunt and the cloth of examination are still sometimes present, however, the shots to inform the 

community that the bride is pure no longer follow (Z.X., L.A.). An interview with a gynecol- 

ogist, a woman who grew up in Lahij and currently works in Baku, confirms that the Lahij 

girls keep their virginity for the wedding night, unlike some of their female peers in Baku. The 

doctor emphasized that the Lahij girls’ health is also stronger, as their purity allows them to 

avoid sexually transmitted diseases and infections. (E.X.). 

Many societies have a double standard on intimacy before marriage and adultery, based 

on gender distinctions. While South American women are required to keep their virginity and 

be faithful to their husband, the men are expected to get as much sexual experience they can, 

and still are held in high esteem.183 In Iran, a woman caught in adultery could be stoned, but 

male culprits get away unpunished. Ali Ayaan Hirsi comments on general Islamic standard in 

Africa.The women have to be virgins, while the taboo on premarital sexuality does not apply to 

men (Ali A.H., 2006,p.2). The lopsided inconsistency of such logic and practice is not a matter 

of reflection since it is not a part of their local moral expectations. 

Dror Ze’evi in Producing Desire portrays an ideal Islamic view of marital intimacy. 

“Marital sex is…true path to sanctity, harmony and devotion…As the relation between man 

and woman is one of complementarity, true Islam honors women and does not see them, or 

sex with them as impure.” It is not only vital, but is a part of worship. “This reified, original, 

‘true Islam’ thus offers a perfect sexuality, based on the union of one man and one woman, 

183 “In Caruaru (Brazil) one’s moral worth is highly dependent upon one’s sexual reputation. This is particularly 
true for women.” While men gain prestige from engaging sexually, a woman is required to remain a virgin until 
marriage. “Sexuality in this context, then, is a sign of one’s moral worth.” In Mexico, women are judged as vir- 
tuous if they retain their virginity, and are said to become better wives and mothers. “Men, on the other hand, are 
categorized on a sliding scale of morality that entails more ambiguity” (Zigon, 2008, pp. 97-98). 
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preferably joined in a matrimony. All other forms of sexuality are frowned on.” (Ze’evi, 2006, 

p. 4) However, Ze’evi then refers also to Islamic law–Sharia: For a male, zina (unfaithfulness) 

means intercourse with any other than his four legal wifes plus limitless female slaves. The 

basic contrast between the man and woman, which allows the men privilege of many partners 

and punishes men and women differently is confirmed by Sharia (Ze’evi, 2006, p. 54). There 

seems to be a strong gulf between the ‘reified ideal’ with perceptibly Jewish poetic flavor184 and 

the practiced truth of the official Islamic law. 

This is not the way the Lahij community relates to the criteria of virginity and loyalty. 

Even today all youth are expected to avoid intimacy before marriage and to be loyal to their 

future spouses regardless of gender.185 The standard of loyalty is set and guarded within the 

caring, watchful community. 

Caught without pants, the case of Qonçə, a wild wife of an elderly mullah, recounted 

by Süleymanov, gives us an example of community dealings with unfaithfulness. The mullah 

was often gone visiting Quba. A young man called Əhəd would come to the mosque and give 

alms three times a day in the morning, noon and in the evening. The indecent cigarette-smok- 

ing Qonçə with painted eyes, ten years older than Əhəd, lured him into her home. One day, as 

the two were indulging themselves, they hear a voice in the yard: “What dog’s son dares to be 

inside with my sister?” 

Qonçə screamed her lungs out: “No one is here, I swear!” 

Undisposed Əhəd caught in a deed was scared to death and shook under the pillows 

under which his daredevil lover hid him. Then the top pillows fell of him and here he was naked! 

Qonça’s brother whipped him resolutely with horse whip. Əhəd finally broke loose and run out 

to the street with no pants. The neighbors send the cheated on mullah-husband the disturbing 

news and he divorced his wife immediately. Then Əhəd was forced to marry the older woman 

and live with her for the rest of his life (Süleymanov, 1994, p.31-32). 

It was customary that younger girls were given in marriage to much older men. Əhəd, 

the young man must have been ridiculed for being a lot younger than his old wife for this was a 

184 Reflecting the beauty of the Song of Solomon and biblical view of a woman as a companion in Genesis 
creation. 
185 In the previous chapter, the case studies of men leaving Lahij to seek work revealed that they sometimes 
fell out of sync with community values, while women remained faithful. Their response to the identity crisis was 
noticeably divided along gender lines. 



122 
 

 

total and humorous reverse of the usual scenario. It was the next of the kin, the brother of Qonçə, 

who confronted the issue head on to save his family honor, which was being soiled by Əhəd 

and his wild ‘secret’186 lover. The mullah was informed and immediately divorced his unfaithful 

wife to restore his honor. What is remarkeable in this case is that it gives an illustration of a 

very unusual eqalitarian standard. This means that the man who was involved in the immoral 

act was also held responsible unlike in many other societies, including neighboring Iran. The 

punishment he received and carried out restored the decency into the morally disturbed town. 

This act of justice renewed the peaceful atmosphere of Lahij order. 

When the husband was substantially older than his wife it seemed normal. My mentor 

and guide Z.X. is grateful for the fact that her much older husband was a kind man, who never 

even raised his voice. The women of Lahij expressed that in their husbands they desire diligence, 

loyalty and kindness. While in Lahij loyalty seems to be an accepted norm and diligence is 

highly encouraged, kindness is not guaranteed. 

Men in Lahij whom I interviewed indicated that punishing one’s wife by beating is 

acceptable if, for example, she does not behave respectfully to her mother-in-law. Another 

reason could be if she has allowed a photo to be taken of her, which is perceived as loose (flirty) 

behavior (K.E.). Yet, the view on taking pictures is slowly changing as people are getting used 

to having cameras on their phones and a designated photographer at weddings. 

Concurrently it is possible in Lahij to take back a married daughter shoud she complain 

of domestic violence, or if her husband has a drinking problem, although this is rare within the 

traditional Islamic setting. If the brothers of an erus notice one of these two things happening, 

they can come and bring her back home to live with her family. The son’s mother sometimes 

tries save face by thinking up some excuses for her son, for example that he has become emo- 

tionally unstable as a consequence of serving in a war (Z.X). 

 
 

186 There is no secret in the close neighborhood. Faubion commented on the behavior of an Athenian male 
adult citizen,which he calls phalocentric. He is technically at liberty to beat his wife and may even win quiet 
approbation for doing so on occasion and in moderation. Yet his excess in this or the indulgence of any of his 
other domestic privileges would certainly not escape the critical notice of his neighbors and, from his neighbors, 
critical notice was likely to spread. ( Faubion, 2011, p. 68). Greek concept of morality was linked to self-modera- 
tion and restraint ( Faubion, 2011, p. 68)., which is a concept similar to the Lahij way of thinking about using the 
right measure. Some of proverbs illustrate this: Ziyoda təməh sər paraminı (Who desires too much can break his 
head).Qe xostan ödöminə ə kəmiş milı(Who wants much will be left with nothing).The Lahijans, however think of 
self-control mostly when it comes to overeating. Their most frequently quoted proverb is: Kem, kem xou, həmişə 
xou, (Eat a little bit at a time and you will have always something to eat). 
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Rare as drinking is, one wife in Lahij remains in an extremely trying situation because 

her husband is an alcoholic. Both spouses are older, already have grandchildren, and she is the 

one who provides for the family. The wife was able to laugh about the disheartening situation 

after she composed a humorous little song The hoarse man without a horse: 

One man, do not ask me why, 

Does not work, 

But drinks all the money away, 

As on the hay he lay, 

His wife, that sweet soul, she has to pay. 

One day he went to the woods with his horse, 

He set out to get wood; instead he lost the horse. 

He returned with no voice, instead was pretty hoarse. 

Do not ask me why, that man does not work. 

He drinks all the money away, while on the hay he lay. 

And his wife, the poor soul, she just has to pay. (S.N.) 

The propensity to drink seems to be related to the fact that mostly these “out of line” 

men lived for a significant time in Russia, either for work or army service. This is the “one in 

hundred” situation in Lahij, as the elders say (Z.X.). Men, as a rule, work hard and do not drink. 

The wife of this particular alcoholic, however, is educated and has a permanent job, while he 

has none. The husband, through his irresponsible behavior, has lost respect in the eyes of the 

town. To remain loyal, the working wife choses to remain in a permanently discouraging mar- 

riage bond. However, she confided that she had experienced some relief after she composed the 

verses. Creativity goes a long way even when persistence is difficult. 

Normally, men are honored highly, and in the patriarchal system, the whole family respects 

the father (Rəcəbli, A.E.2, 2007, p.298). He usually is the breadwinner and comes home to eat. 

It is expected of his children to surround him with attention and to see to his needs. Some bring 

him slippers, others a clean towel, some clean and shine his shoes, some pour him tea. Children 

behave in a mild manner and try to be quiet while father is home; they can relax and be noisy 

again when he is gone. They can talk with the mother about anything, but they are shy to do so 

with the father (Y.A.). Grandfathers and grandmothers are also respected, but tea is supposed 
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to be served to the father first,187 as he earns a living on behalf of the family. The breadwinner 

seems to be the central figure of the Lahij family structure. 

4.1.2. The Powerful Triangle 

Although the Lahij family is traditionally patriarchal (Rəcəbli, A.E.2, 2007, p.298), the 

mother–son–bride dynamics forms a triangle that functions as the main family unit. A new 

husband often faces conflicting demands on his loyalty. He tries to keep balance between his 

mother and his wife and their expectations toward him. The following narrative, Rice on the 

Top, Stone on the Bottom, although told from the mother’s perspective, sheds some light on these 

struggles. .A kind son, devoted to the wellbeing of his mother, noticed that she became quietand 

withdrawn in their home. He sent her to visit her married daughter at the house of the in-laws. 

The daughter served her mother a generous portion of her favorite kind of rice chicken pilaw 

with apricot and raisin sauce on top. Her son, as he came to pick her up, thoughtfully asked if 

she wanted to live with her daughter for a while. The mother refused and said she would tell 

him a little secret, at the proper time, and during an appropriate occasion. So they returned to 

their own home. 

One day the daughter-in-law made rice pilaw and the portion of her mother-in-lawlooked 

the most impressive. The son commented that he was pleased his wife treated his mother so 

well. However, his mother lifted a fork from the rice and called her son to have a peek. He was 

astonished to see that underneath a thin upper layer of rice there was hidden a big round stone. 

Nevertheless, his mother told him: “Rice on the top, stone on the bottom, still son is hundred 

times better than a daughter.” 

The grandmother, who presented this story, explained the meaning of the punch line. “It 

is far more comfortable to live in your own home with the son you have raised than in a house 

belonging to the in-laws. The mother of a daughter cannot be totally free to relax there since 

the son-in-law also lives there. She has to watch that she is dressed appropriately at all times. 

Even the kitchen is not her own. In the mother’s home, it is the bride who is a newcomer living 

in a house that is not her own, and she needs to adjust and learn. If she does not do that, there 

 
 

187 I was scoldingly corrected when I made a blunder of trying to serve the grandmother tea first before her son 
(in his fourties) in the shepherd’s mountain village of Həftəsö, about 4 kilometres from Lahij on the other side of 
the River Girdıman. 
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is bound to be trouble.”(Z.X., 2013) The relationship between mother and son stil seems to be 

the strongest bond. For the harmony of the family unit the compatibility between the mother-in 

law and the daughter-in law has to be saught first of all. In some families the married couple 

communicates and has a friendship going, however it is not the usual case in Lahij. 

Z.X. told me another story, Take the Garbage Out!, along the same line of the ‘victim- 

ized mother-in law.’ 

There was a newly married couple living with an elderly mother. The girl would nag her 

husband saying: “Take the garbage out.” He was quite confused, since he did take the bucket 

with the garbage out every day, but she kept repeating the same thing over and over again. 

Finally he run out of patience and asked her: “What do you mean?” Then he found out that 

she meant his mother’s old worthless things and his mother too. The husband called his wife’s 

parents, saying that their daughter was in acute pain and they needed to come right away and 

pick up their daughter. Upon their arrival, he told them to take their daughter back because she 

had been disrespectful to his old mother (Z.X.) 

This narrative was a reflection based on a case, which supposedly happened recently in 

the capital and shows the consequences of mistreating one’s mother in law. The prevailing ten- 

dency, though, is to work things out, since the marriage bond is very strong in Lahij. It is perhaps 

not surprising given from whose perspective it was told that the sympathies of the storyteller 

lie unquestionably with the elderly mother. Yet, perhaps it also illustrates that sometimes the 

bond between the son and mother can persist in being stronger than the one between the couple 

itself. I have seen kisses and snuggling between a grown up son and mother, but gentleness and 

affection between husband and wife is not considered proper to be shown in public. Usually the 

man and his wife are not even seen walking together on the street. Surprisingly, Lahij fathers 

seem free to show affection to their little children.188
 

The close-knit community of Lahij draws together for sharing of both joy and sadness. 

This partaking of one another’s events is lost outside of the boundaries. People from different 

backgrounds surround the Lahijans scattered in other places. Modernity in general is not charac- 

terized by generousity in spending time together while creating lasting memories. Lahij people, 

 
 

188 In Azerbaijan, married couples do not usually display affection in public, even holding hands in public is 
rare, and is only sometimes done in Baku by young couples. 
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who have to move away usualy, become nostalgic for the simple fellowship of the neighborhood 

and for genuine caring. Their preference would be to return, if there was a way to make living 

in the heartland of Lahij. The principle of reciprocity is not complicated, but it is becoming 

more rare in the global world of higher speed and on-line communication. 

 
4.2. Caring Community 

 
4.2.1. Wedding 

The nişon (engagement) is a ceremonial visit to the bride’s family, a traditional prereq- 

uisite for a wedding. The main purpose is to obtain the permission of the girl’s parents for her 

hand, but other arrangements like payment for the bride, or date and place of the wedding are 

negotiated then as well. If the family receiving the marriage proposal is inclined to accept, they 

serve the kuda (male representative of the groom) sweet tea, which is taken as a positive sign. 

Usually there are three betrothal visits (Rəcəbli, A.E.2, 2007, p. 318).189
 

Should the timing of the nişon fall on Qurban Bayramı 190 (Azeri) or, in Tat, Id Qurbunı, 

a young ewe is beautified with black eyeliner, a ribbon is tied to her neck, and she is presented 

to the bride’s family as a gift, a token of future blessing. This custom remains in some parts of 

Iran, as well (C.A). 

Each wedding celebration consists of two parts. The first one takes place in the home 

of the bride and is called kilərə ərsiyi (girl’s wedding), the second and final one at the groom’s 

house, gedərə ərsiyi (boy’s wedding). The girl’s wedding takes place first and the boy’s after. 

The groom’s party culminates with the procession going to fetch the bride from her parent’s 

home. A home celebrating a wedding is immediately recognizable because the gate is deco- 

rated with a red ribbon bow.191 The girl’s party used to be exclusively for women, family and 

friends as a sendoff for the bride. Men usually did not attend it at all. These days, the party is 

not so strictly secluded, and although it starts with women, the men wait by the gate, and the 

company mixes later. This takes place when, after some eating and dancing, the groom’s party 

arrives with many xunçə, gift baskets full of candies, home-baked goods like baklava (a rich, 
 

 

189 Rəcəbli gives more information on the customs of engagement, the groom’s and bride’s part in the wedding, 
and the main wedding ceremony in Azerbaijan in The Ethnography of Azerbaijan II, pp. 318- 331. 
190 Qurban Bayramı, feast of sacrificing a lamb, which will be explained better in the next chapter as a religious 
tradition. 
191 This sign is noticeable all around Azerbaijan, even in the cities on the gates of private homes. 



127 
 

 

butter dough layered cookie with walnut and honey filling), şəkərbura (a moon-shaped cookie 

with sugar filling), and heart shaped şəkərçörəyi (a cookie tasting like a Scottish shortbread). 

Most xunçəhon consist of gifts preordered by the bride, mostly home attire like new slippers, 

nighties, a bathrobe, sweaters, underwear, perfume, soap or make up. 

A local band of five musicians is hired to perform in the courtyard. Wedding cooks, two 

seasoned women, prepare festive meals over an open fire in huge qəjqunhon (pots) placed on 

tripods. Traditionally they make bihdulma and oş pilov. For these special occasions, the town 

museum lets families borrow a large coal fueled samovar. The hot, black tea, best poured into 

armudi stəkan (pear shaped glass), which keeps the tea hot longer, is mostly served by Maarif, 

the museum director himself. To sweeten the tea, people hold sugar cubes between their teeth 

as they drink, while also consuming generous amounts of candies. 

At the groom’s wedding party, young men sometimes grill kebob. Women from the host- 

ing family prepare fresh, tastefully presented salads, and others wash unending piles of dishes. 

Girls step in as waitresses, carrying filled plates and drinks to the guests, who are seated on 

benches by tables in a courtyard. Little boys play games like tug-o-war. Dancing takes place 

after the meal, and the oldest people, like the grandmother of the groom, get the honor of being 

cherished in the center of the dancing circle. This is one expression of warmth and respect. 

Different people can pay the musicians for song requests and share a special dance with their 

closest relatives. 

At the girl’s wedding, the bride sits in front of the mirror and ladies place strips of red 

cloth around her neck with wishes of happiness. She keeps them and is free to re-use them at 

later weddings to bless the next bride. In a similar way, red strips of cloth are presented to the 

bridegroom in his home, but he has no mirror. Henna is used to decorate people’s hands. These 

practices symbolize wishing and ensuring happiness. Doilies filled with high quality candies 

are given to each guest to take home. 

Şirpüli (milk money) is paid to the mother of the bride to express gratefulness for nurs- 

ing the child who is being given away now. In the groom’s house, likewise, the bride’s family 

expresses thankfulness by presenting milk money to his mother for her role in raising him. The 

tamada (the master of ceremony) calls on people to give their wishes for the new couple starting 
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from the oldest, closest male relatives. The most common wishes are Xudo işmunə xoşbəxt sozı! 

(May God make you happy!), Bə ye co gəri boşind! (May you grow old together!) and Kük vo 

kilərə gərdind! (May you raise boys and girls!) 

The wedding party participants upon accepting a blessing return a blessing as well–En 

tyish boshi! (May it be that way for you, too!) or–Be elhöntı, be nəvəhontış boşı! (May your chil- 

dren and grandchildren too be happily married!) Bə ərsi kilontı! (At your daughter’s wedding!) 

This blessing shows the speakers hope of sharing happiness together. Besides the customary 

blessings, blessings and wishes are also composed on the spot. 

One of the weddings I had the privilege to attend was that of an orphan boy. He was 

raised by the town’s people and they took the place of his relatives in contributing to the organ- 

ization and provision for the wedding. Customarily, a male relative of the hosting family sits by 

the door with a notebook and records financial contributions to the wedding. Closer relatives 

pay more than friends, and they, in turn, give more than acquaintances. The concrete sum is 

marked down, and at later weddings, guests usually return the same amount as the host had given 

them. For a visitor who is not close to the couple, a wedding celebration in Lahij is expected to 

cost around twenty manat.192This reciprocity is taken as a token of security or an investment 

toward the next wedding. In this way, even the poorest couple can afford a remarkable wedding 

reception according to the standards of expectation where they live. 

During my stay in Lahij, in the summer of 2013, after the month of Ramazon fasting 

with no weddings, the eagerly expected wedding of Camal and Nuriyə finally took place. It was 

the first one after the last Iftor (the breaking of the fast). The couple liked each other and had 

waited five years for their wedding. The groom runs an Internet café and a photography shop 

on the main street, which makes him the center of attention for the male youth of Lahij. The 

bride worked at the small post office. Both are popular figures in town. With the encouragement 

of both sets of parents it was decided that the groom should get a degree in informatics before 

they got married. 

The groom’s party served the traditional meal of dulma and oş-pilav and young men 

grilled kabob in the yard, next to a view of the Girdıman River. People gave brief wishes and 

 
 

192 In Baku I have learned that at weddings held in a şadlık sarai (palace of happiness), a type of a wedding 
restaurant, the minimum contribution seems to be fifty manat (G.H). 
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blessings. Old people and little kids were mingling, some watching from the first floor, while 

others danced. Many red cloths were put around Camal’s neck, and people’s hands were painted 

with henna. The kids cherished the doilies filled with candies. The bridegroom’s party was 

charged with a joyful atmosphere. Friends surrounded the groom in a circle expressing their 

happiness through dancing, raising and waiving their arms. The musicians kept playing faster 

and faster emphasizing the culmination, which was soon to take place. 

The procession waited for the sunset to fetch the bride from her parent’s home. As soon 

as the darkness set in, the men rose to the occasion and held the lit up torches high. The musi- 

cians started playing as they led, then the father and uncles of the groom and others followed. 

People would come out of their homes and greet each other joyfully Həmişə bə ərsi! (Always at 

a wedding!) Upon the arrival to the courtyard of the bride’s home the procession chanted, “We 

are here, we are here, we have come to get the bride!” 

Camal’s father and relatives briskly walked up the stairs into the bride’s parents’ living 

room. An attractive see through red veil ‘covered’ Nuriyə’s face. When it was lifted, tears were 

rolling from her beautiful eyes, highlighted with liner. For the bride, erus, it was a bittersweet 

moment. Finally, she could be with her beloved, but at the same time she was overwhelmed 

with the sadness of saying goodbye. Nuriyə was very close to her youthful mother and sisters 

and leaving them was clearly painful for her. 

Fatil, the festive yellow sweet bread, was broken over her head in hopes that her new 

family will always have food to eat. The Quran, as a prominent holy book of today193, was lifted 

over her head. Her brother-in-law tied and untied a long red ribbon around the bride’s waist 

three times. She was given a round fatil with butter and honey in the middle to take to her new 

home. Then she took courage and left with the crowd, which had come to fetch her. On the way 

back, the road would be teasingly blocked several times, and the neighbors demanded a toll for 

the newlyweds to pass by them. 

As the party arrived at the groom’s gate, a sheep qurbun (sacrifice) was sacrificed at 

the threshold as a sign of thanking God for the son’s hamrah (spouse, literally “the one sharing 

the same path”). In the quieter yard, one gentler dance for the couple took place. The energetic 

boisterous atmosphere turned thoughtful, almost meditative. And in the end,Camal, the groom, 
 

 

193 In the past it could have been Avesta, Tovrat or Injil based upon the changing religions of Caucasus Albania. 
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led his bride Nuriyə to the wedding chamber inside his father’s house. Only the groom’s relatives 

and the friend filming the occasion were allowed to enter for a few more moments. Behind the 

closed door, the bride puts her honey-covered finger into the mouths of her new family mem- 

bers. This is to ensure a sweet relationship with them in the future. Then all the relatives left 

the bride and groom alone at last. 

Ten months later, their first son was born. He was swaddled and the family kept him 

and his mom inside their home for forty days to avoid the gaze of the evil eye (an envious look). 

This is done to prevent any harm coming out of jealousyor the wrong intentions of onlookers.194 

During the orphan’s wedding, the bride was also walked from her home to the groom’s 

home, but it happened while there was still daylight. When the men from the groom’s side came 

to pick her up, the breaking of fatil took place as well as the tying of a red string, and in the 

end the bride walked around the old-fashioned oil light three times. She was given living plants 

together with the xunçəhon. The crowd of people moving to get her to her new home would 

stop and dance on the way and also paid the toll. The groom stepped on a plate, breaking it 

for good luck. The couple was given two lit candles to burn in their bedroom. Both weddings 

displayed similar traditions and customs, but it is the community participation, which sets them 

apart from the fast paced Baku. 

Much like for weddings, the community gets together to celebrate boys’ circumcisions 

when they are about four years old. The painful operation itself is performed a sufficient time 

before the party, so that the boy will be healed in time to celebrate. The party scale resembles 

a wedding. The meals and dancing with live music are also similar, but the feast lasts for about 

an afternoon. 

Another joyful celebration in which the whole town takes part is Çımrışini (Happy 

bright eye), when a young man returns from the army, and this one lasts three days. The cus- 

tomary greeting for this occasion, and also when a long gone relative comes to visit is Çımtı 

rışini! (May there be light in your eyes!). For three evenings the whole town eats and dances 

to express gratefulness for the young man’s safe return. The people are glad to have him back 

and are excited for his future and contribution to the life of the community. 

194 Kalashev wrote that according to sharia, a ram was to be slaughtered soon after the birth of a child and the 
family invited company. The bones were not supposed to be broken (Kalashev, 1886, p.140). This coincides with 
the ancient Jewish Exodus Passover lamb requirements of the bones of the lamb not being broken. 
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Some birthdays are celebrated vigorously as well. The main wish at birthdays is, “Live 

a hundred years!” There are indeed some very old people in the Caucasus Mountains, who 

reached the mark of the hundred or more. Spojit s dalsim odstavcemBodommö, a shepherdess 

from Niyaldağ, shared some secrets of her lifestyle, which led to longevity: “Probably the most 

important is what I choose to eat daily. It is a white cheese kabob. I bake white cheese on the 

glowing last coals of my fire till it is well melted and tastes nicely, then I eat it wrapped in lavoş 

(thin unleavened bread). I hardly ever have meat; cheese is much better for you. In the spring I 

add wild green onions to season it. I keep moving the coals to the next hearth and pasture and 

walk behind the flocks. I do not sit much, but when I do, it is on a sheepskin on the ground. 

That way I avoid the sore knees of those who sit on chairs. That is why I can jump on the hills 

like a goat. At night I wrap my waist with sheepskin, so I can keep my kidneys toasty warm. 

I also like to smoke the old pipe, for which I gather herbs myself. I wish you all as healthy and 

long life as I have. So start eating cheese-kabob and walk on these green mountains! You will 

live a long healthy life then!”(Z.X.). 

4.2.2. Ancient Customs 

Zoroastrians thought of spiritual victory in terms of the light winning over the darkness. 

The fascination and mediary function of fire and light can still be found in Lahij.The tradition 

of walking around a lamp lingers on from an ancient custom of walking around the hearth fire.195 

The ancient wedding ritual is still practiced in Altai, where a sacrifice of fat is also offered to 

the fire while walking around it three times. The hearth’s warmth represented family life and 

it had to be treated with utmost respect. 

The number three was a sacred number for Zoroastrians. Mary Boyce, who lived and 

observed practices among Zoroastrians in the Iranian region of Yazd, explains the three as a 

symbol of their three-fold central ethical doctrine and conduct of fikr nik (right thoughts), kələm 

nik (right words), and kar nik (right deeds) (Boyce, 1975, p. 257- 258).196
 

A careful examination of Zoroastrian practices recorded by Mary Boyce offered a 
 

 

195 In the old times on the wedding day the bride walked around the fire three times and threw fat or butter into 
its flames (Tolstov, 1962, p. 141). 
196 Not unlike in other similar cultural acquisition cases, the local informants are not able to explain the cause 
or significance of their practices, since those just “always were done in this way.” Azerbaijani researchers of eth- 
nography and archaeology, I approached, could not offer reasons or solutions to the questions raised about the red 
string tied three times around the bride’s waist either. 
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possible connection. One outward sign distinguishing those adhering to the “Good Religion” 

was the so-called sacred girdle, a cord worn by each member of the Zoroastrian community 

upon reaching maturity. This took and takes place at the initiation, when children turn fifteen. 

The red string was and is, worn over a sudra (a white shirt) by both men and women. The cord 

is very long and is tied around the waist three times. It is knotted behind and in front with a 

four-fold knot. The threefold ethic of Zoroastrians was impressed on each person, encouraging 

them to take responsibility for their thoughts, words and actions. According to the instruction 

given by the prophet Zoroaster, prayers were offered while standing turned towards fire. The 

light represents Ahura Mazda (the Supreme God, creator, Lord of Wisdom), and is iconized by 

the Sun, fire, lamp or a candle. The cord was worn according to earliest records in Sasanian 

times (Boyce, 1975, p. 258-259). The ritual required tying and untying the cord three times at 

each prayer (Boyce, 1992, p. 84-85).197
 

The start of a new family, the new beginning before the conception of another human 

being, was recognized as needing great protection. Traditionally, it could have been performed 

as a ritual with precise Avestan (east Iranian tongue of Avesta) prayer, which likely has been 

erased through centuries. The symbolic action of tying and untying, however, remained as one 

of many possible reminders, testimonies to previous practice of the Zoroastrian faith. 

The emerging theme of Zoroastrian motives will be unpacked more during the exploration 

of the Novruz celebration in Lahij in the next chapter. However, it would seem that the ritual 

with its outward motions was kept among the people of Lahij, although it was given a different 

meaning of purity of the bride and her being fruitful in “giving birth to seven boys and one 

girl” (Rəcəbli, A.E.2, 2007, p. 328). The community participation in wedding celebrations and 

many traditions are being lost in Baku. The description of the weddings from Lahij presented 

above might be one of few actually witnessed events, not just a recounting of old times, which 

 
 

197 The specific rendering of prayers during the bandagi (first tying of the sacred girdle at initiation into faith) 
is not known. According to Mary Boyce it was likely the Ahunvar (prayer of Ahura Mazda before the creation 
of the world), making it the most ancient and sacred devotional prayer. The prophet Zoroaster taught it to his 
followers. Children in the Zoroastrian community memorized this utterance like Christians do the Lord’s Prayer. 
Drawn from the Avesta, the sacred scripture of Zoroastrians, Yasna 19.8-9, the following passage is considered to 
be a profession of faith and also a powerful protective mantra: “…before the creation of the sky, before the waters, 
before the earth, before the plants, before the creation of the four legged cow, before the birth of the two-legged 
just man; He, Ahura Mazda, is as much the desired Master as the Judge, according to Asha (righteous order, truth). 
He is the doer of good intention (vohu mana) of life. To Mazda Ahura is the kingdom (kshatra), whom they have 
established as pastor for the poor” (Boyce, 1975, p. 260). 
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is documented in scholarly works (e.g. the Azerbaijani Ethnography). 
 

4.3. Raising Children 

The old Zoroastrian values are perceivable even in the way the children are being raised 

in Lahij. Herodotus wrote that the Persians instructed their boys in three disciplines only, “riding, 

archery, and truth-telling”, and they thought of lying as of the most despicable of all sins (Boyce, 

1992, p. 130). Zoroastrian, Ahuric (those of Ahura Mazda, i.e. the Lord of Wisdom, or Godly) 

virtues meant responsibility for one’s own thoughts, words and acts. Another responsibility 

was caring for the fellow men as a part of Mazda’s creation. The main emphasis was given to 

being just, honest and truthful (Boyce, 1992, p.95). The Lahij way of raising children seems 

to have kept the same emphasis. Integrity and justice, which are the old Persian values are key 

for the Lahijans as well. What is interesting is what does take place among Lahijans when the 

two values come into conflict. 

4.3.1. Integrity  

A main emphasis was given to being just, honest and truthful (Boyce, 1992, p.95). An 

older man from Lahij who currently lives in Russia recounted a mothering style that took place 

over forty years ago.“I have a very strict mother, who deserves to be called Lady America, 

which indeed became her nickname. Our father died early and she had to fight to feed us alone. 

I had never seen chocolate as a boy, but a man from the local store was selling sweet dark bars 

with an iron supplement, which looked like chocolate. I wanted to taste them and enjoy them 

so badly; soon they were all that I could think about. I had once seen my mom hide money in 

a crack near the ceiling. 

So I stood on a chair, stretched up, took the whole sum and ran off to buy what I have 

been craving. I had enough money to buy ten bars, which I did, then brought them speedily 

home. Mother asked me how I had come across such a bounty. I told her the salesman gave 

them to me because he liked how I smiled at him. She pierced me with her sharp eyes and 

pried: ‘Maybe he could have given you one bar because he likes you, but ten, really? Where 

did you find money to buy them?’ She looked in the hiding place and saw. It was empty. Yes, 

she caught me lying because I stole from her. I confessed to both while sobbing. She then took 

a sharp needle and angrily pricked the palm of my hand again and again, saying: “You are my 
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boy, you will not lie and you will not steal!” 

As a baby, I nursed from about eleven ‘milk ladies’ in our məhəllə, (neighborhood). So, 

do not wonder why in Russia I have a hard time staying faithful to my wife. When I was still a 

toddler and my mom needed to go and dig up potatoes, she used to tie me to a sandıq (a wooden 

chest containing a dowry of a bride) so that I would stay put for hours and keep out of trouble. 

Out of Lady America’s eleven children only three of us survived. Others got sick and died at a 

very early age. My mom had it hard, but she is a feisty fighter. 

I miss her and Lahij very much while living so far away. The older a person gets, the 

more they long for their home, where they grew up. I would like to return and be with my mom 

and speak my language, but my Georgian wife would not hear of it. At least next summer I will 

build mother a banya (sauna to bathe in), so she will be more comfortable. I need to make a bed- 

room and kitchen downstairs as well, because it is getting hard for her to walk up to the second 

floor. The worst thing is that we are so far apart and she gets lonesome. So I call her often and 

visit her once a year. Still it is not ideal. But as you know, there was no work in Lahij.” (D.A.) 

This interview shows a caring son, who in a very practical way wants to make sure his 

old mother will be well taken care of, although he regrets that he cannot live next to her. This 

continues to reinforce the strength of a mother-sonbond, whichwas noticed earlier. Concurrently, 

it shows that the methods which were used by the mother were strict and pronounced since hon- 

esty was judged very important in ethical choices, and failure to make the right choice needed 

to be punished. The boy, who now is a grandfather himself, chooses to blame the close-knit 

society (having the multitude of milk nurses) for his choice to be unfaithful to his wife abroad. 

His Lahij mother, distraught by his misbehavior as an adult, still tries to find an excuse 

for her son, commenting that his wife is too passive and overweight. This relationship provides 

more insight into how the mother – son – new wife triangle functions even throug long distance. 

The wishes of the son to return, to be close to his mother and community, to be in the comfort 

of familiar surroundings, and to speak his mother tongue might not be unusual for the ones who 

had to leave their homeland for work. They left a part of themselves behind, and express their 

longing for “Lahijness.” The nostalgia for home in Lahij seems to be similar in the case of the 

master coppersmiths, who moved to Baku to sell their artifacts at Içəri Şehər (the old town, a 
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historical part of Baku with cobbled streets, visited by many tourists who often buy souvenirs). 

The followingnarrative, A Seed of Honesty, like the story Just One Drop of Pomegranate 

Juice emphasizes and develops the theme of integrity and caring as the ultimate goal in raising 

a well-behaved child. 

There was once a quaint, evergreen, mountainous kingdom, which had a just ruler, 

honored by all. The Shah was both rich and wise; however, he had one deep pain in his life – 

he was never given a son. After a long and prosperous reign, his hair and beard became white 

as snow. It became apparent to all that his appointed time might be shortly coming to an end. 

The king was consumed by worry wondering who would inherit the throne after him. It had to 

be a worthy man, who would care for the people more than for himself. The Shah thought and 

thought, and decided to invite all the younger men in his kingdom to come and enter a contest 

for the future crown. Many hundreds of young and middle aged men came to the courtyard 

to hear the conditions for the competition. Each of them was given one little seed. They were 

instructed to grow the seed, and bring back the most fragrant rose plant to the Shah in three 

months’ time. Then the Shah would pick the man with the loveliest plant and name him heir. 

Many smart, tall and handsome men took a seed from the Shah’s palace. Among them was a 

penniless sixteen-year-old lad, short of stature, humble, with only a few first whiskers on his 

suntanned face and a straw hat on his head. He had lost his father as a toddler and worked hard 

to support his aging mother in frail health. He also received a seed, gave thanks and left to try to 

make it grow and blossom. When the three months were over the crowds of contestants returned 

to the palace to show off the results of their efforts. The courtyard was filled with the aroma of 

many elegant roses of different colors. The hopeful men stood in line to present the impressive 

blooming plants they brought forth. The humble son of the widow, smelled the pleasing aroma 

of hundreds of gorgeous roses, and felt like turning around and running back home. He stood 

at the very end with his head down, holding an empty flowerpot. 

The Shah got off the throne and rose to greet the crowd. He slowly walked and passed 

all the men proudly holding roses to get to the widow’s son at the end of a long line. The ruler 

stopped and asked the lad a question,“Why did you not grow a rose for me?” The lad sadly 

replied, “Sorry, your majesty, I have tried and tried my very best. I planted the seed in fertile 
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black earth, watered it, kept it in the sun, sung to it, prayed to the Almighty, but it just would 

not grow.” 

The Shah smiled contentedly, took the boy’s hand and walked with him slowly to the 

front. Then the Shah turned around to make an announcement as he held the lad’s arm high, 

“Today I have found my lawful heir and the rest of you are free to go home. This boy planted 

the seed we gave him and it did not grow, no matter how hard he tried. It is because we gave you 

seeds that had been boiled first. This is the man of integrity I was seeking after. Now I know 

that I can rest in peace, for my former kingdom will be in honest hands.” (V.T., Boğ Mijə, 2013) 

This narrative expresses the desired ideal of honesty, which means telling the truth even 

if it could hurt you. The storyteller was so moved by the moral of the story that she ended up 

teary eyed at the end of telling it, she confided that every time she things of it she feels like 

crying because the values of the young people seem to be changing, especially in Baku. As a 

citizen of Azerbaijan she is bothered deeply with the prominent issue of widespread corruption. 

She is a mother of an adult married son. She also expressed gratefulness that Lahij seems to be 

still small and resilient enough to be overtaken by the powerful vawes of deception and buying 

all kinds of favors with money. 

Opposite to painful telling of the truth in the case of a well-to-do man trying to take 

advantage of a poor man, his witty comeback is valued. A sense of justice is felt keenly in 

Lahij. There is a loophole excusing lying in the traditional community as well, where the right 

outcome justifies the means. Mothers of the younger generation feel free to tell “white lies” to 

their offspring to ensure their desired cooperation. If the mother did not want her four-year-old 

son going out to the streets with his older sister, she would tell him, for example, that a stranger 

would steal him. Lying and telling the absolute truth are not always considered to be black and 

white in this community; the gray areas are found useful for some practical purposes in daily 

life. The next narrative, There is Your Payment, humorously introduces circumstantial nuances 

of life demanding a slightly different approach and solution. 

4.3.2. Justice or Greed 

One day, a poor man was walking by a çoyxuna (teahouse) and got a fresh drift of a 

lamb kabob grilling and suddenly became very hungry. He sat down on the street bench where 
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he could enjoy the smell of shashlyk, while eating a piece of dry bread. The waiter asked him 

if he wanted to order the meat, but he answered that the delicious smell of it was satisfying 

enough. After he ate his bread, the owner of çoyxuna approached him and demanded payment 

for smelling the kabob. The man told him to wait a minute, since he needed to borrow money 

from a neighbor. He returned with some coins in his hand and told the owner to close his eyes. 

Then he jingled the coins in his hands right by the owner’s ear saying: “This is your payment 

for smelling the kabob, hear it?”(Y.A.) 

This story illustrates what Zigon points out to be the philosophical dilemma between 

Aristotle’s situational approach and Kant’s view of the duty to do right. Aristotle argued that 

what is virtuous can only be determined in specific situations. “Because what might be consid- 

ered courageous in one situation might be considered reckless or cowardice in another” (Zigon, 

2008,p. 24). On the opposite side of the spectrum from Aristotles situational flexibility “Kant 

argues, a universally valid moral law must be followed in every instance regardless of feeling, 

inclination, context, or consequence” (Zigon, 2008,p. 28). Justice is one of old values, which was 

consistently pursued by Iranians. Lahij, when integrity and justice clash, prefers social justice 

over the pristine truth. 

The short story, Hungry wolf, once more shows that use of wit and deception needs to 

be used when confronted with the danger of greed. Once upon a time a wolf got so hungry 

his belly was growling loudly, and he searched for a tasty morsel. As he walked through the 

meadows he first smelled, and then saw, a tender lamb grazing in the green grass. He came up 

to it and said, “Lamb, lamb, ay, lamb, get ready at once, for I am going to gobble you up right 

now. The lamb responded, “Dear wolf, you do not know this, but my meat is tasteless as it is. 

Wait just a minute and I will fetch some salt and then your supper will be delicious.” Then the 

vigilant lamb left and did not return. 

The wolf became tired of waiting for the lamb with the salt and continued his search 

for food. He saw a horse grazing near by. “Horse, horse, ay, horse, get ready for I am going to 

gobble you up,” he greeted him. The horse looked piercingly at the wolf and responded, “Dear 

wolf, you do not know this but my meat is bitter as it is. But I do have some delicious, sweet 

chocolate right on me, at the bottom of my hind feet. If you’d like, you can get it first and then 
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eat me and the taste will be sweet for you.” The wolf, drooling after the promised treat, lowered 

himself to the hind feet of the horse. The horse aimed right at his head and kicked him with all 

his might. The wolf saw stars, but the swift horse disappeared from sight. The Greek concept of 

morality was linked to self-moderation and restraint (Faubion, 2011, p. 68), which is a concept 

similar to the Lahij way of thinking about using the right measure. Some proverbs illustrate this: 

Ziyoda təməh sər paraminı (He who desires too much can break his head), Qe xostan ödöminə 

ə kəmiş milı (He who wants much will be left with nothing). The Lahijans, however, think of 

self-control mostly when it comes to overeating. Their most frequently quoted proverb is, Kem, 

kem xou, həmişə xou, (Eat a little bit at a time, and you will have always something to eat). 

The main point of the story confirms the keen sense of justice and hate of opression. 

The way to deal with mortal danger is not just run, but to pull the wool over the wolf’s eyes 

first. Here once more the use of wit, and even lying, is being encouraged because it represents a 

way out of a hard predicament caused by an enemy far more powerful than the attacked person. 

The last short story, Golden cage, promotes courage and speaking up when facing injustice. 

The shah heard the beautiful singing198 of a bird on a tree branch in front of the palace 

window. His heart burned with the desire to capture him so he would sing only for him. So he 

ordered his servants to catch him and put him into an elaborately decorated golden cage, but 

the bird suddenly stopped singing. The shah questioned him, “Now that you are inside of my 

palace, how come you have stopped to sing?” 

The bird answered by asking the shah another question “How come you have put me 

into a cage?” 

The shah responded, “I am afraid that a cat could get you and kill you. 

The bird asked, “If you are afraid of what the cat might do to me, why don’t you put the 

cat in the cage instead of me?” Then the shah opened the cage door and let the bird fly away, 

understanding how much he loved freedom, without which he could not be happy. 

This story represents another outcry against the injustice, showing how the theme of 

justice is central to the Lahijan’s perception of the world around them. They have also expressed 

that the social injustice can only be totally erased by one last event. This one strips the person of 

 
 

198 Levy underlined the fact that the Jews in Iran were the ones, who preserved the classical music, when others 
thought it haram (unclean) (Levy,1999). 



139 
 

 

everything and no one can remain neither poor nor rich, thus total equalityfinally prevails (Z.X.). 
 

4.4. Mourning Together 

In 2012, during the month of Ramazon, three sudden deaths struck Lahij. A young 

brother of the storeowner drowned in the Caspian Sea; a father committed suicide; and another 

father’s heart suddenly stopped, leaving behind a bedridden wife and two daughters. Three 

quite different tragedies, but the customary response was very similar and the group participa- 

tion was genuine and intense. The traditions handling the event of death and grief work like a 

well-oiled machine, each part knows its time, place and function. Even though an unexpected 

blow overwhelmed their hearts, there was comfort in acting according to the customary routine. 

Respectable mullahs made an announcement over the intercoms from the mosques, so 

all could hear, even if they were in the fields or on a nearby mountain pastures. Immediately all 

men dropped whatever they were involved in and speedily rallied to the house of the departed. 

Z.X., my culture and language teacher, revealed to me that they silently share the weight of 

the occasion. Then, they bury the corpse in the cemetery, where they pray for the eternal rest 

of the soul. They greet the relatives of the dead: Xudo rəhmət sozı! (May God grant him rest). 

Nəzər Mehlim, one of the master coppersmiths mentioned in the previous chapter, gives 

his gift of stone carving to help to comfort the bereaved family. When he hears that someone in 

Lahij has died he makes a burial stone for the departed right then and there, free of charge. He 

shares that helping one another in Lahij is a must; each needs to contribute whatever they can. 

That is what it means to be a man (N.M.). The plots in the Lahij cemetery are not sold, but are 

free for all former inhabitants. Stressful choices about how to pay and how to bury their loved 

ones are thus taken care of by the community. 

The former status of the particular person does not make a difference. He or she is a 

community member if they simply live there, too, no matter where they originally came from, 

what their mother tongue was, or their political affiliation. Even if one dies outside Lahij, like 

the young man who drowned in Sumgait, their body can be transported home for burial. 

The attitude toward one who commits suicide is different and heavy-hearted. The Islamic 

belief, like some other religions, forbids and condemns the premature ending of one’s life, since 

it is seen as a gift from God. Muslims are unsure whether the individual who ended his or her 
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life will end up in the world to come. It becomes apparent because the customary saying199 is 

avoided. Instead they chose to say: Xudo sabır tı! (May God give you patience and endurance) 

or Xudo təsəlli tı ! (May God comfort you). 

The next morning women have the option of going to the house of mourning around 

ten o’clock, or they can put it off by one more day. The process of parting with the departed 

takes three days. All women dress modestly and soberly in darker colors. They make sure that 

they wear clean socks and carry a handkerchief to wipe their tears. The women neighbors start 

coming out of their houses and join in the streets, like little streams flowing together until, at 

the house of mourning, they become a big river. The customary greeting is: Şohri vinı! (May 

you yet see happiness!) The shoes are left in the courtyard, bearing witness to the presence of 

each woman coming to share the grief. 

The women hug and kiss the relatives welcoming them. Then they proceed upstairs 

to the biggest rooms and veranda. Blankets, mattresses, sheets, and pillows to sit on cover the 

floors. Not many words are uttered besides Şohri vinı! All the women sit down on the floor, 

side by side, trying to fit every woman into the room. Then one chosen, experienced, gifted 

woman singer starts to lead in singing a mərsiyə (tragic lament). It is about the Islamic saints 

Hassan and Hüseyn and their mother Fatima, in the line of Mohammed, who died the deaths 

of martyrs at Karbala. 

The rest of the women in one coordinated body movement use their right hand to slap their 

right thigh in one common rhythm, as if they share a heartbeat. It is a simple, but meaningful 

expression of belonging and sharing with one another in a time of pain. While experiencing the 

impact of ‘ togetherness’ one realizes that perhaps those significant moments shared together 

are what creates the essence of a close-knit community. 

In the house in which the suicide took place, an unusual veiling chant of the bereaved 

sister was heard. She poured out her grief by telling her departed brother off in a distraught, 

piercing voice, “Why did you dishonor our family? Why did you leave your sweet wife and 

children orphaned and me brother less? Loy-loy bırormən, loyloy! (Good night, sleep my brother 

sleep.). This individual manner of expression is a part of grieving seeping through the later 

layers of Islam. 
 

 

199 The customary saying is Xudo rəhmət sozı! (May God be merciful and give him rest). 



141 
 

 

In spite of the large crowd, the descent from the staircase took place in an orderly manner. 

In the courtyard the bereaved family waits for the hugs, kisses on both sides of cheeks, and 

words of comfort. The tables are set in the yard with black leaf tea, candies, lemon, sugar, bread, 

white cheese, walnuts, raisins, dates, etc. In the house of the young man who drowned, people 

did not touch the food, even though it was offered. The reason was because he was so young 

and it was such a bitter occasion for the parents who were overcome with pain. The pleasure of 

tasting is set aside for the sake of helping to carry the inmeasurable burden of grief. 

As women were leaving after about a two-hour session, girls poured rose water on the 

mourners’ hands from a special dainty copper jug called gülob, (flower water). The final words 

of future hope were resounding around the house and in the streets Şohri vinı! (May you see 

happiness yet.) 

The final period, end of mourning is marked by the last gathering, which occurs forty 

days after the death. The familyand close friends come together around a warm meal bihdulma, 

(quincedolma) and oş pilov (rice pilaf). Zəhvirun (saffron) şərbət is a special drink that marks the 

forty-day mourning and the one-year memorial. It has a reddish-golden color and a sweet taste. 

Usually, two seasoned, skillful and energetic women are hired to cook the traditional 

meals. The oş pilov of rice has to be cooked just right so that each long grain is light and does 

not stick together. It is topped by yellow turmeric spice and on the bottom of the huge pot a 

fried, crunchy, pie-like pastry crust protects the mass of rice from burning. The ladies cook it 

all on the icoq, (the fire in the tripod), and work hard to make it all according to the community 

expectations 

 
4.5. Conclusion: Caring Through Sharing 

Interdependence is a vital part of Lahij identity, the community shares both joy and pain. 

Lahij, a close-knit traditional community has quite a homogenous moral code. In recent times 

some norms are been reevaluated and change. This is partially a result of the ongoing identity 

crisis. At the same time, modernity offers some new opportunities for women; their status keeps 

changing and gradually brings more freedom. This includes, for example, the demise of formerly 

strict and long prohibitions of outside contact for the new bride. Lately, Lahij girls marry later, 

some due to pursuing educational opportunities. This also reduces the formerly pronounced age 
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gap between husband and wife. Young people have more say in the choice of their partner and 

the mobile phones are gradually overcoming the ban on talking to each other. 

Marriage is still one of the most desired goals and the wedding is a core celebration with 

the willing participation of the townfolk. Although the rituals announcing the virginity of the 

bride remain an echo of the past, chastity is still expected of both genders. In the same way, 

the exclusive marital faithfulness is mostly lived out as a norm for both men and women. The 

neighbors watch out for each other and if need be, as was shown on an actual case of unfaithful 

wife of the mullah200, restore the needed decency. 

According to women, the ideal husband would be loyal, diligent and kind. In Lahij, 

loyalty is almost guaranteed, hard work is practiced by most, kindness, however, is seldom 

exemplified. The breadwinning man is the center of family devotion. Although Lahij is a patri- 

archal society, it is the triangle of the mother -son–wife, which functions as the main family 

unit. The son, now also a husband, balances the conflicting demands of his mother and wife 

who strive for his affection. 

The wedding celebration is the most joyful occasion for community sharing. The ‘togeth- 

erness’ is best seen through the procession, which walks with the groom in the evening with 

burning torches to fetch the bride. The ancient custom of walking three times around the light, 

which previously used to be a fire, and the tying of a red string around the bride’s waist, can 

be traced to Zoroastrian traditions. 

The process of raising children aims for honesty, respect and kindness. Although telling 

the absolute truth is the ideal, simultaneously there is a discrepancy between the code and the 

practice. Although not telling lies is an ideal the Lahij people aspire to, the concept of the end 

justifying the means also resonates with the community. Justice becomes the desired outcome 

of outwitting the rich man, who tries to take advantage of the humble folk. Absolute equality 

though only arrives after the end of earthly life. 

When someone dies, the Lahij community immediately rallies around the bereaved 

family and shares their grief in many tangeable ways. It became particularly meaningful, when 

 
 

200 The story was named Caught without pants. It was about a young man was ‘visiting’the wild wife of an old 
mullah who was away. The lustful male got caught and punished by the uncontained woman’s brother and was 
forced to marry her. This was enforced although she was ten years his elder, which was unheard off at the time of 
young brides given to old men. 
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the women gathered to give warmth to the family grieving for the father who commited suicide, 

that the reality of belonging to a caring community was realized and fulfilled in its clearest 

form. The results of observant participation ield a conclusion that the identity and reciprocity 

are inseparable within a close-knit community of Lahij. 
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5. From Fast to Feast 

The comparative study of religion is an elusivesubject. The aim is to discover what kinds 

of beliefs and practices pertain to what faith under which conditions. Our problem, and it grows 

worse by the day, is not to define religion, but to find it (Geertz,1975, p.1). Lahij community 

ethos (way of life), however, turned out to be a rich source of faith lived out in many expressions. 

So far, we have followed how the values of the Lahijans are represented in their work 

and sharing of life cycle events. Earlier201 we have seen how people with one relict Southwest 

Iranian language were divided by religious designation into Jews and Muslim. Religious views 

are at the center of how Lahij people understand their community function and the world around 

them. At first glance, Lahijans identify strongly with Islam; however, fieldwork reveals that the 

situation is more complex. While Shia Islam is the layer noticeable on the surface, paganism, 

Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Judaism have previously existed on the territory of Caucasus 

Albania. Can the present situation, the result of a complex process, be defined in clear-cut terms 

that seem immediately apparent to an observer, or as it is introduced by locals?202
 

Several layers of religions relating to the inhabitants of Lahij will be explored through 

holidays as identity markers and through the habitual use of blessings. Keenly aware of the 

powerful influence of the spoken word in corresponding situations, Lahij has developed an 

elaborate set of blessings. Previously bypassed by researchers, some of them are presented 

within their context and compared to their Azeri equivalents. We will consider what the inner 

thread of blessings reveal about local and regional beliefs. Maqsud Haciəv, (1995), recorded 

Zoroastrian practices among the Northern Tat. It is worth inquiring whether this has some 

resonance in Lahij today. Mary Boyce’s fieldwork among the Zoroastrian communities from 

Iranian Yazd and Kerman regions provides inspiration and allowes to draw some solutions to 

questions about Zoroastrianism in Lahij. 

The research on religious perceptions and practices of Lahijans start with more general 

introduction to Islam as a cultural way of life. The Iranian specifics of Shia Islam and the defi- 

nitions of Lahij religious consciousness follow. The qualities of Islam in this region are also 

noticed. The different mindset represented through popular celebrations of the festivals like 
 

 

201 In the chapter 2. 
202 For views of scholars, see e.g. (Əfəndiyev, 1901, p.79). The views of locals was summarized by D.M.claim- 
ing that the Lahijans today are 100% Shia Muslim. 
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Aşura, Ramazan and Novruz is brought closer by observant participation in some of the com- 

munity celebrations among Lahijans. Zoroastrian influence is traced in its specific examples 

in rituals, from which symbolism pertaining to the sources of light can be better understood. 

Special attention is given to the ideal of a virtuous woman and her attitude to religion. Blessings 

and their use reveal attitudes toward God, people, and the Lahij language. 

 
5.1. Islam 

 
5.1.1. Religion or Culture 

Muslims and the scholars studying Islam agree that Islamic goals are not to find new 

meanings, but to return to the simple ideal society of Mohammed. “In Islam the focus of atten- 

tion is not on the transformation of the society, but on its recuperation”(Delaney,1991, p. 20). 

Delaney‘s comment seems to be deliberately contesting the modern anthropological stand on 

the ever changing reality in search for more progress and freedom as depicted by Barth. The 

local groups “are engaged in a social struggle for meaningful change, not the revitalization of 

an unchanging heritage of aboriginal cultural traits” (Barth, 1998, p. 7). 

Clifford Geertz suggests that meaningful action takes place in relation religion. It pertains 

to believers and could be temporary (Geertz, 1976, p. 97). Delaney evaluates his approach as too 

religion bound. She argues that the religious concepts go beyond the boundaries of communities 

and reach into the mainstream of cultures including our own. They effect both the believers and 

unbelievers alike (Delaney,1991, pp.18-19). 

Geertz compared two different systems of Islam in two countries-Morocco and Indonesia; 

others took it even further claiming that there are as many different ‘islams’ as there are ‘mus- 

lims.’ Delaney suggests that such an extremely relativistic view bypasses the worldview of Islam 

as a source of creating habitus. Thus, Geertze‘s view frames local construction as the greatest 

influence on values. Delaney points out that his statement denies any ‘meaningful function’ 

to the term Islam, which, as she observed, plays the main role in the culture of the villagers in 

Turkey. Moreover, Delaney claims that the Anatolian Sunni Turks and the Islamic Scripture 

view Islam as one. To conceive of it as many would be a blasphemy. Islam as a worldview is 

broader than its local and regional manifestations (Delaney, 1991, p.25). 

The people, Delaney knew, saw Islam as an indivisible system. This emic point of 
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view, nevertheless, cannot take away from the reality, that there are also varieties based upon 

many factors in different locations. At the same time, though, each single community cannot 

be viewed as a completely isolated unit, if it only be for the reason that they claim Islam as 

their religious worldview, which has arrived from some connection. I suggest that the isolation 

factor should not be defined as an absolute, but another variable on a broad sliding scale. “One 

Muslim considers Islam to be an identity; another a culture; a third purely a religion. For yet 

another, Islam represents everything at once: identity, culture, religion, as well as political and 

social guide” (Ali A.H., 2006, p. 9). 

An encounter with Islam lived out challenges the notion of religion being unrelated to 

mundane aspects of life. Islam was the context against which everything else unfolded in the 

Anatolian village where Delaney was an observant participant , she contemplated calling her 

research Islam embodied (Delaney, 1991, p. 25). In Lahij religious views are also lived out in 

daily life and become especially apparent through the celebrations of the religious festivals. The 

Islam of Lahij has its special form based on its Iranian origin. 

5.1.2. Iranian Shia 

The Iranians adopted Islam,203 transformed it through Shiism204 and sealed it with their 

own culture (Mackey, 1996, p. 49). The pre-Islamic Persian themes “echoed in the Shia branch 

of Islam” (Mackey, 1996, p. 56). The Iranian propensity to follow ideals over fact is shown 

through the common portrayal of such heroes, particularly Ali, with Aryan features, almost as 

if to deny his true Arab identity (Mackey, 1996, p.54). Ali desired unity and equality among 

believers. To Iranians within Shia Islam, Ali personified the farr (charismatic glory from Ahura 

Mazda) or the “Persian tradition of charismatic kingship” (Mackey, 1996, p.52). According to 

Mackehy, the transition from Zoroastrianism to Islam was not an extremely difficult one. Islam 

also contained old pre-Islamic elements – “monotheism, the fear of evil, the existence of angels, 

and the acceptance of Judgment Day as the time in which each individual passes over a narrow 

bridge between heaven and hell, falling into one or the other” (Mackey, 1996, p. 48). 

In contrast, Mary Boyce comments on the conversions of Zoroastrian communities in 
 

 

203 Although the Muslims and the Western scholars hold on to a common idea that Iran of old identified with 
Shia Islam, it did not take place until Safavid rule in 1501. Before, the majority of Iranians were Sunni and the 
majority of Shia were non-Iranians (Keddie, 2003, p.10). 
204 The Shia identity in Iran was a contrast against Ottoman Sunni Islam (Keddie, 2003, p.10). 
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Iran to Islam. In contrast to Mackey’s statement that transition from Zoroastrianism to Islam 

was a simple one, Boyce states that Zoroastrian205 beliefs were slow or almost impossible to 

change and had a great tenacity (Boyce, 1977, p. 5). In Iran only [nebo as late as] in the mid- 

19th century, in Turkabad and Sharifabad, Islam was gaining an upper hand by forcible mass 

conversions (Boyce, 1977, p. 7). 

Zoroastrians were taunted for their relatively low numbers, which were taken as proof 

that Islam was superior. Material advantages of Islam were accentuated as well (Boyce, 1977, 

p. 7). The Zoroastrians were also mistakenly accused of being fire-worshippers by other faiths; 

however, they reject that designation by saying that they worship only God (Boyce 1975, p. 68). 

Some pockets of Zoroastrian communities, like those in Iranian Yazd, were forced into desert 

isolation and lived in poverty. Even though this was a harsh way of living, it provided an ideal 

insular environment to preserve beliefs, practices, and oral tradition (Boyce, 1977, p.11). 

Fry, who is “impressed more by constancy and continuity than by change” in Iran, iden- 

tifies the coming of Islam as “the greatest change in the history of Iran” (Frye, 1975, p. 176). 

He also emphasizes the unifying power of Islam. Islam is what caused the realization of the 

large Iranian unity, which was separate from the Arabic identity (Frye, 1975, p. 53). Gradually 

a “real fusion of cultures” happened in Iran. Persian dress and even some pre-Islamic festivals 

were adopted by Arabic settlers (Axworthy, 2008, p. 77). Muslims used the Persian language 

widely.206 The Islamic religion became acculturated through the Iranian mindset207 and gained 

new features. 

These seemingly conflicting claims about the persistence and disappearance of Zoro- 
 
 

 

205 Zoroaster, according to findings of Mary Boyce, lived in Stone Age, i.e.1700-1000 B.C. He did not know the 
three class divisions of the Bronze Age (herdsmen, priest and warriors), just two, herdsman and warriors, which 
could be the same people’s role at different times (Boyce, 1982, p. 1). The time of his life would have been before 
the great migrations from the steppes (of what is called Russia today) when waves of Iranians moved and settled 
the land known today as Iran (between 1200-1000 B.C.) (Boyce, 1982, p. 3-4). 
206 In Iran, Islam revitalized the Iranian identity. Middle Persian or Pahlavi language, which was a language of 
the Sasanian Empire and of Zoroastrianism, retreated, and in contemporary Neo- Persian, i.e. Farsi, the Aramaic 
script was replaced by Arabic alphabet. Islam, however, was “absorbed into Persian culture” (Mackey, 1998, p.58). 
207 Islam in Lahij is the Iranian, acculturated kind, and it seems that the Zoroastrian roots, which are underneath, 
are very strong, although the people might not be always aware of them let alone attempt to analyze them. As if 
following the Zoroastrian style, Frye compared the Iranian mindset to a cypress tree with strong roots, which can 
withstand many storms while holding tight onto its land. He showed that Persian Islam recognized the ancient 
wisdom of Zoroastrian sages as a source of universal philosophy in the symbolism of “light and darkness, good 
and evil” (Frye, 1975, p.161). Frye underlined the tendency of “constancy and continuity” in the 3,000 years of 
Iranian history (Frye, 1975, p.176). He summarized the religious picture of what he calls “Iranian renaissance” the 
new “Persian Islamic culture…was a fusion of new and old but in an Islamic frame” (Fry, 1975, p. 212). 
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astrianism in Iran are easier understood by examining the present situation in Azerbaijan. 

Zoroastrianism was neither completely preserved, nor did it totally disappear. An examination 

of the Lahij community can help us further understand, which features and ideas were lost and 

which survived and continued to have an impact on people’s lives. 

In Lahij, Islam is immediately apparent through the mosques and is embraced by the 

population as a prominent, popular label. Nevertheless, probing deeper reveals that some 

religious features, which have been ascribed to Islam, had been present even before, albeit in 

different forms. While Islam has been a focus of much research worldwide, the few remaining 

Zoroastrian beliefs, practices and their influence on present situations have been overlooked. 

Old beliefs and practices of the Quba Tat, which Maqsud Hacıyev (1995) recorded, can be 

compared to the culture in Lahij. The Novruz celebration in particular offers an opportunity to 

bring Zoroastrian thought to light. 

5.1.3. The Lahij Way 

Lahij people claim that they are entirely Shia Muslim (D.M.). Community leaders illus- 

trate this with the fact that if an erus (bride) is brought from outside the town she conforms and 

acculturates within a year to the customary way of life. This means that she learns the Lahij 

language, behaves within the approved cultural norm, and keeps religious festivals. This holds 

true even if the bride comes all the way from Russia, which sometimes takes place.208
 

Manaf Süleymanov recorded such a case from around 1920. He wrote about a man who 

worked in Baku and fell in love with a Russian woman. She accepted Islam, and they got married. 

In Lahij the foreign bride kept namoz, fasted, and read the Quran while sitting on the veranda. 

Once, an older woman angrily scolded the new groom’s uncle, during the month of Məhərrəm 

you went to arrange a marriage of a kofir (non-Muslim) girl for your nephew and spent Aşura 

(the martyr’s memorial) in Kharkov, shame on you!”(Süleymanov,1994 , p. 36-37). Pointing out 

 
 

208 Delaney comments on the marriage rules. Muslims claim that their family is a miniature of whole Islam. 
The creator role of God is transferred to the father’s role in procreation. The villagers firmly believe that the child 
comes exclusively from the seed of a men. When Delaney suggested that no child would be possible without a 
woman, they told her she missed the point. The woman only provides the nurturing environment like the soil for 
the seed. They suggested that wheat seed produces only wheat in a manner you reap what you sow. The woman 
does not contribute to the identity of the child. Delaney suggests that this is the very logic of Sharia allowing the 
Muslim man to marry a non-Muslim woman, but not vice-versa (Delaney, 1991, p. 32). According to Ali K. the 
interpretation of Quran reinforces the hierarchy of Muslims being dominant over non-Muslim and husbands over 
wives. The Surah 5:5 grants permission to a Muslim man to marry a woman from the religions, which had the 
Scriptures, but forbids a Muslim woman to marry outside of Islam (Ali K., 2006, p.14). 
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that he was not taking part in the main Muslim holidays was a serious offence to be blamed 

for. Being Muslim, in the neihbor’s mind meant a person who ought to keep the key religious 

festivals. It also equaled being a decent, considerate person, and a good neighbor. Skipping the 

mourning of Aşura 209, which is central to being a Shia Muslim, deserved a scolding. 

Lahij men are allowed to bring a bride from outside the community, but Lahij girls, 

as a rule, are not given away to outsiders, let alone to non-Muslim men. Although there are 

records of marrying a non-Muslim bride, who converts to live in Lahij, surprisingly, there is a 

ban on intermarriage with the inhabitants of Zarat, one of the satellite villages of Lahij. People 

in Zarat speak a northern dialect of Tat and profess to be Sunnis (D.M.). This indicates that it 

is preferable to choose a stranger for a bride, rather than to accept the possibility of influence 

from the rival branch of Islam. Apparently, Sunni Islam is perceived as a threat to the present 

homogeneity of the local religion. 

These local practices confirm general norms of Islam: a Muslim is allowed to marry 

kitabija (woman of the book), either Christian or Jewish, but a non-Muslim is prohibited to 

marry a woman of Islamic faith (Kropáček, 2011, p. 128). If Islam is tolerant, it is towards other 

monotheistic faiths like Judaism and Christianity; however, it can hold quite a strong aversion, 

even an animosity, to different branches of Islam (Kropáček, 2011, p. 218). 

5.1.4. Aşura 

Aşura as a day of mourning for the martyrdom of Husayn at Karbala on the 10th day of 

Muharram is an essential “cultural paradigm” for the Shia Muslim as it is recognized as such 

both by scholars and the people themselves (Deeb, 2006, pp. 130-133). The keeping of Aşura 

is significant in self-identifying and being identified as Shia Muslims. It is a central holiday in 

Lahij as well. The battle of Karbala in which the large Umayyad army killed Hussein and his 

72 companions, including women and children, drew the devoted followers of Ali and Hussein 

into a strong sect. Lahijans express pride in their Shia identity by hanging portraits or carpets 

of the martyrs Ali and Hüseyn as their heroes in fighting for the ideal of justice.210 The theme 

of justice has been a central theme of Iranian cultural tradition (Keddie, 2003, p.18). This has 
 

 

209 Aşura is an occasion to remember the martyr’s death of the imam Hussein, son of Ali, which took place on 
the 10th of Məhərrəm on 63 year of Hidzhra, i.e. 680 (Kalashev, 1886, p. 184). 
210 The Iranians were inspired by sacrificial death, which was chosen instead of a “compromise between right 
and wrong” Hussein gave his life for the ideal of justice (Mackey, 1996, p. 55). 
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also been a part of the Lahij mindset. Examples of the importance of justice have been illus- 

trated in Chapter 4 through narratives showing the tendency to compartmentalize lies in order 

to achieve fair treatment for the disadvantaged. The key narrative about the resilient cobbler 

resonates with related ideas. The ruler, or a rich man, who does not act justly is not worthy of 

honor or devotion.211
 

The historical relevance of the Aşura is illustrated by records from the 19th and 20th 

centuries. According to the account of Kalashev from the end of the 19th century, the Tat Shia 

Muslims of the Caucasus started the remembrance on the 1st and carry it on till the 10th of the 

month of Muharram. The streets and squares next to the mosques became the scene for the plays 

reenacting suffering and death, as men voluntarily mutilated themselves in honor of the dead. 

The young men took to the streets in the evening and formed a circle lit with the torches. They 

held sticks in their right hands and hit their backs while swaying and exclaiming Şax Hüseyn, 

Vay Hüseyn! They then reenacted the scenes from the Karbala tragedy. Lately, Kalashev wrote, 

these bloody performances have become milder and have been replaced by meeting in mosques 

or homes (Kalashev, 1886, pp. …). 

One man would recount the mərsiyə, lamenting the events of the tragedy from the bat- 

tlefield. The moved listeners wailed and tore their mourning clothes, beating themselves on the 

chest with their hands while exclaiming, “Şax Hüseyn, Vay Hüseyn! ” People gave offerings to 

pay the singer and to feed the poor. On the 10th of Məhərrəm the men met in front of the main 

mosque with knives and cut themselves on the chest and head, while singing tragic songs. When 

they beat themselves enough to faint, they were given dried prunes, figs, sherbet and taken to 

the hamam or home to rest (Kalashev, 1886, p.154-155). 

Manaf Süleymanov, an inhabitant of Lahij who wrote on the life of his town a century 

later, 212describes in Lahij in the following way: Məhərrəm in Lahij used to be observed for 40 

days and the preparation started a month ahead of time. Three or four boys went door-to-door 

gathering old rags and gasoline. They brought it to the courtyard of the mosque to make torches. 

Imam Hüseyn’s matəm (time of mourning, grieving) began on the 1st of Məhərrəm and men 

 
 

211 The concept of adl (justice) was rational and “God had to act in accordance with it”. The rulers who forsook 
justice for zulm (evil, darkness) were not acting according to God’s will (Keddie, 2003, p.18). 
212 Manaf Süleymanov wrote down many stories recounted by witnesses of various unusual, as well as usual 
events. His book in Azeri, which mentions each home in Lahij of his time, is popular among the Lahijans. 
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would meet every night until the 10th of Məhərrəm.213 They served tea, then sung or recited the 

ritual mərsiyə, (veiling, grieving prayers) and the most experienced mullah told the moizə (a 

sermon, in this case the account of Hussein’s martyrdom). Then they took out the şəbəh,(treats 

collected for the poor): sweet zərdə həlvo (yellow halva)214, described at Ramazon Iftor), candies, 

dried fruit and kənd (sugar cubes) on the round trays filled with arranged goodies. Children took 

these to each home starting with the widows, orphans and poor. Four or five şəhmələ (torches 

made from iron skewers wrapped with rags) were set up around the mosque square. 

Then a group of men beat on the drums while other men in the circle proclaimed, “Şax 

Hüseyn, Vay Hüseyn! ”All the men wore black robes and had their heads wrapped in black cloth 

stripes. Men beat their bare, bloody backs, hitting themselves with chains in the appropriate 

rhythm, suffering for the glory of Hüseyn. Desperate noises filled the mosque and blood was 

splattered on the walls. Women cried from behind the divider. Men injured their heads and lost 

consciousness. The men who fainted were carried to the hamam, washed, and the fat from a 

lamb’s tail was poured into their wounds to help them heal faster.215
 

On the 10th of Məhərrəm the martyrdom of Hüseyn was re-enacted. A man dressed in 

silk, wearing a colorful turban decorated with peacock feathers, a golden bracelet, a pearl belt, a 

decorated sword, and tall riding boots entered the square on a horse. He represented the enemy. 

Camels were brought in and “soldiers” were riding them on the streets. The men exclaimed 

“ Şaxsey-vaxsey!”, while beating their chests. For 40 days they met in the mosques and sung 

mərsiyə and ate the ehsan (meal for the sake of the departed one)(Süleymanov, 1994, p. 186-188). 

Süleymanov’s account abounds with more drastic details than the older one by Kalashev. 

Kalashev emphasized that the practices of self-mutilation were already becoming somewhat 

modified and outdated during his life. Since Süleymanov, whose book was publish later, men- 

tioned camels parading on the streets, it is likely that it was not an event he could have seen 

as an eyewitness. At the time of Süleymanov’s life, camels would have become a part of the 

past. His book is based on the stories told by people then living, who could have been elderly 

or remembering what was told to them by previous generations. 

During Soviet times Aşura and all the other Islamic or other religious festivals were 
 

 

213 The tragic anniversary of Hüssein’s death. 
214 Zərdə həlvo (yellow halva), described at Ramazon Iftor. 
215 It prevented water and air from entering the wound. 
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prohibited. However, even under Communism, the Lahij people secretly observed Aşura. The 

boys were taken deep into the woods. A vertical line about three centimeters long was cut in 

the middle of their foreheads. An experienced older woman performed this ritual using a razor 

blade (D.M). Some of these scars are still recognizable today. Although the little line cut onto 

children’s forehead in the woods differs from the blood-focused descriptions of masses re-en- 

acting and re-living the tragic unjust suffering. The mosques were closed during Communism 

and we have learned that some of them in Lahij were actually used as workshops for the carpet 

industry boom.216
 

Today, the memorial and its connotations have changed. While the expression Şax- 

sey-vaxsey! (a shortened form of exclamation) Şax Hüseyn, Vay Hüseyn is still used when the 

Shia Muslims in Iran whip themselves to reenact the suffering during the month of Məhərrəm, 

in Lahij, its meaning has been changed to an expression of unpleasant surprise meaning, “You 

don’t say!” or, “No way!” This use of the particular expression is sometimes considered slightly 

inappropriate and is perceived as a sacrilege. However, Lady America, an older woman intro- 

duced in Chapter 4, uses it quite often and her relatives respond with laughter. 

Children look forward to xeyrot poy, a part of Aşura in which food is shared with the 

neighbors and the poor because God answered their prayer for arzu (wish). This food could 

include ərıştə (noodles), semənı (cream of wheat porridge), həlvo (butter and sugar with flour 

sweets) or təkiyyə (dried fruit, candies and sugar cubes) (Y.A.). 

The dynamic changes are apparent even more outside of Lahij. The tendency towards 

authentication of Islam, which we can follow today, is turning away from the tradition. At the 

same time the people remain true to Islamic culture, community and faith. The perception of 

Islam as a ‘discursive tradition’ allows authentication without abandoning all previous religious 

forms (Deeb, 2006, pp. 20-21). The self-inflicting of pain was especially perceived as a sign 

of backwardness. The marginalization of the Shia motivated a change transforming the ritual 

from a traditional to an authentic one (Deeb, 2006, pp. 130-133). The most remarkable change 

occurred to the shedding of blood, which became perceived as non-Islamic because it involved 

 
 
 
 

 

216 See Chapter 3. 
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injuring your self.217
 

A new Islamic tradition has been started in Baku for Məhərrəm. Instead of letting blood 

flow wasted, there is a blood drive in the hospital (S.A.). In this way, the previously self-inflicted 

pain has been turned to compassion for people in need, thus helping society. The streams of 

Islam in Azerbaijan seem to be flexible and open to re-evaluation. In this way they are not like 

strict and solid fundamentalists, who could end up in the “dead end of stagnation” (Kropáček, 

2011, p. 219). 

Compared to post-Soviet Islam in Central Asia, which, according to Adeeb Khaleed, 

became secularized and detached from impacting everyday life, Azerbaijan keeps observances 

in their own way. Khaleed reports a lack of basic prohibitions on pork and alcohol (Khaleed, 

2007, p. 121) in Central Asian countries. This is not the case in Azerbaijan. Compared to its 

neighbor Russia the alcohol problem is minimal and it is very rare to meet anyone drunk even 

in the capital, Baku. The majority of Muslims stay away from pork, for it is considered haram 

(unclean). A Central Asian student, interviewed by Khaleed, chose to postpone practicing the 

ideals of honesty, uprightness, respecting elders and purity of heart until he gets old (Khaleed, 

2007, p. 121). On the other hand, in Azerbaijan these ideals are still a part of the norm, especially 

but not exclusively in the traditional community of Lahij.218
 

Azerbaijan still keeps the somber Shia remembrance for 40 days by prohibiting wed- 

dings or any happy celebrations nationwide. Some people chose not to buy new clothes, not to 

color or cut their hair, not to eat out or have a manicure or pedicure done during that month of 

mourning (Y.A.). 

“This is Islam as a historically based faith movement… At the level of average Muslim 

man or woman on the street Islam is whatever they have inherited, culturally and ethnically. 

Since they are Muslims they do Islam”(Wadud, 2007, p. 19). 

 
 
 

 

217 Shia clergy in Lebanon issued fatwas prohibiting the practice of hitting and the Hezbollah banned it in 
1990s. For those who still wanted to shed blood, the option of donating blood to the blood banks was provided 
(Deeb, 2006, p. 135) 
218 Living in Baku I experienced several pleasant surprises, which are examples of honesty. A travelling veg- 
etable salesman came to return a forgotten kilo of cucumbers in a plastic bag to my gate, a storekeeper kept and 
gave me medicine, for which I paid two months before and a taxi driver returned my daughter’s phone left in his 
car. The story on integrity “Seeds of Honesty” in Chapter 4 and comments on corruption as a wide-spreading ill 
are the other side of the same coin in Azerbaijan. 



154 
 

 

5.1.5. Ramazon and Qurbun 

Ramazan and Qurban holidays belong among the most important and popular Muslim 

holidays. Kalashev’s historical account from the 1880s, describes how ‘the Tat’kept Ramazon. 

Ramazon takes 30 days of fasting from sunrise to sunset. People do not eat or drink, smoke 

tobacco and they abstain from bodily pleasures. After the evening namoz (Islamic prayer) at 

the iftor (breaking of the fast) they feast (Kalashev, 1886, p.153-156). 

Qurban Bayram, in Azeri, or Id Qurbun, in Tat, (the feast of sacrifice) had an older 

name – Eidi Azia. It was established in order to remember Abraham’s sacrifice on the 10th and 

11th month of Zil-Gidzha. On the first day people performed the namoz (Islamic prayer ritual), 

then slaughtered a lamb and gave two thirds of the meat to their neighbors, acquaintances, and 

the poor. The last third was kept for the family (Kalashev, 1886, pp.156-157). The holiday is a 

reminder of Abraham bringing his son to be offered as a burned sacrifice, and God providing 

the lamb instead.219
 

It is striking to note how little the customary ways have changed in Lahij. The essence of 

the festival remains the same today. The purpose of the presently offered sacrifice in Azerbaijan, 

including Lahij, is to share meat with the poor and thus gain favor from God. A man who wants 

to gain merit is supposed to give two-thirds to others. The sacrificed meat is divided into three 

or seven parts. The lamb should not see or feel the distress of the other animals. It is supposed 

to be slaughtered in a separate stable. Prayer is to be said over the sacrifice. 

This tradition likely comes from pre-Islamic Zoroastrianism,220 where the concern was 

for the soul of the animal at peace with its fate. The Indo-Iranians believed that the best way for 

an animal to die was during a ritual, which will ensure the passage of its soul to heaven. The 

animal was to be handled gently by those who knew it, so it would stay alert and unafraid. The 

person slaughtering it peacefully was cleared of bloodguilt (Boyce, 1992, p. 69). 

Even though there are laws on how to kill the animal in an ethically correct way, they 

are adjusted for practical reasons. One of the Lahij butchers, who on Qurban Bayram in 2014 

 
 

219 In the account of the Torah in Genesis chapter 22, the son to be offered was Isaac, son of his lawful wife Sar- 
ah (Sefer ha Britut, 2006, p. 29). Latter tradition (not recorded in Quran), claims that the sacrifice to be presented 
was Ishmael (the son born to Abraham through servant of Sarah, Hagar). 
220 Animals must be treated kindly, never abused or tired out through work. Earth is to be made fertile through 
careful husbandry”(Boyce, 1977, p. 19). The Zoroastrian combination of physical and moral proved to be effec- 
tive in continuity of a ‘highly disciplined ethical code.’ 
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had the busiest day of the year, was slaughtering one lamb after another outside his store. The 

blood was flowing down the steep rock into the creek below [and nobody seemed to have 

minded. This would have not been possible should the people keep all the Zoroastrian laws of 

purity, according to which neither water221  nor ground is to be desecrated by unclean matter, 

such as blood (Boyce, 1979, p. 45). While Ramazon in general seems to follow quite regular 

Islamic requirements, there are variations in perceptions concerning those who work hard and 

do not fast. For example, taxi drivers between Lahij and Baku are exempt from fasting (D.M). 

The greatest benefit for the Lahij community is that even the poorest family can have 

meat and prepare oş-pilov and dulma for Id Qurbun, as I have witnessed in the celebration of 

the Id Qurbun in Lahij in 2014. After the lamb had been cut to pieces a teenage boy carried 

a plastic bag of around one kilogram, full of the lamb pieces, to each needy family so that all 

would be able to have a joyful and nutritious meal. Evidently, charity or generosity to poor is 

one characteristic of Islam today; however, essentially the same idea existed in Azerbaijan under 

Zoroastrianism, Judaism and Christianity already.222
 

Another, though minor, but specifically Shia holidays is Eidi Qadura khum223, celebrated 

on the 18th of Zil-Gidzha, when Mohammed returned from his last holy pilgrimage to Mecca 

and stopped overnight at Qadur Khum., According to the legend, he raised Ali onto a camel 

while he announced to his sojourners, that as he took care of them before, Ali would take care 

of them in his place.224 While this holiday seems to have been forgotten by the rest of Azer- 

baijan, field research has shown confirmed that in Lahij this festival is still practiced by about 

half of the inhabitants seven days after Id Qurbun. Interestingly, Lahij people use some traits 

of Novruz to celebrate the passing of leadership from Mohammed to Ali: the xunçəhon (trays) 

filled with sweets are arranged and carried to relatives with candles and osh-pilaf is made at 
 

221 The water and fire have a central place in Zoroastrianism as cleansing forces. “The cleanliness of water itself 
was to be protected… so nothing impure should be allowed in direct contact with a natural source of water, such 
as lake, stream or well. If anything ritually unclean was to be washed, water should be drawn off for this purpose, 
and even then this was not to be used directly, but the impure object should first be cleaned with cattle urine, and 
then dried with sand in sunlight before water was allowed to touch it for the final washing” (Boyce, 1979, p. 44). 
Water is still considered a cleansing force in Azerbaijan today. If anyone had a bad dream they are to wash their 
face in the running creek water. In Azeri cities this custom is still followed by washing under a water tap to get rid 
of the bad luck (Rəcəbli R., conversation, 2012). 
222 Pious charitable foundations were for the first time evidenced in Sasanian time and likely served as model 
for the Islamic vaqf (Boyce, 1975, p. 32). 
223 In Lahij today it is called Khumi Qeder. 
224 The holiday does not take special preparations, but a khumsa (Arabic, fifth part of money) is given to spiri- 
tual leaders (Kalashev, 1886, p. 157). 
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home. Families that are not well off make a simpler meal.225
 

Nowadays, the Quran is read in mosque and in the homes of the departed on the Sieh Id 

(black feast). Not necessarily a mullah (Islamic clergyman), but a man fluent in Arabic is called 

upon to read a passage and pray that the soul of the departed would find rest. The reading is 

rewarded by a payment of 50 manat (approximately equal to $50 in 2015). The reader of the Quran 

is also served a full supper with finishing touches of firni (a cream of rice porridge decorated 

with cinnamon patterns and pictures) and a sweet saphran sherbet or tea. This information is 

based on participation in Ramadan 2013, as well as interviews (D.M.). 

The most attended festival in the Ərəgit məhəllə mosque is the final Iftor (evening feast, 

breaking the fast) after the month of fasting. The meal of oş-pilov and dulma is prepared outside 

on the fire by two hired cooks, but it is served in the mosque in separate places for men and 

women. When attending the Iftor in 2013, I was allowed to help to prepare and serve the meals. 

The men are served first. The meals are also carried to shut-ins. 

The final Iftor in town is marked by treating each other to zərdə həlvo (yellow halva, 

a mixture from butter, flour and sugar cooked over a fire).226 Each household dishes out many 

plates full and girls carry them on a sinə (round tray) to their neighbors. It is a kind of exchange 

since every household prepared the same kind of sweets. It has to be done just right for it to 

have the expected taste and consistency. The day before the final Iftor, Z.X. helped almost all 

of her younger neighbors and one sick elderly lady to prepare this special kind of sweets. They 

were glad that she taught them, because they look up to her and her experience. 

 
5.2. Thought, Word and Deed 

 
5.2.1. Virtuous Woman 

My mentor Z.X., the figure of the Resilient Baker of Lahij, could at 72 be considered to 

be too old to keep the fast; during my field research in the summer of 2013 she confessed that 

 
 

225 Lahij used to have seven squares with seven mosques and major religious events took place there. The 
number seven is sacred for the Jews, Christians and Muslims and for Zoroastrians even before them. Nowadays, 
the Quran is read in mosque and in the homes of the departed on the Sieh Id (black feast). Not necessarily a 
mullah (Islamic clergyman), but a man fluent in Arabic is called upon to read a passage and pray that the soul of 
the departed would find rest. The reading is rewarded by a payment of 50 manat (approximately equal to $50 in 
2015). The reader of the Quran is also served a full supper with finishing touches of firni (a cream of rice porridge 
decorated with cinnamon patterns and pictures) and a sweet saphran sherbet or tea. 
226 Zərdə həlvo is similar to strussel (butter, sugar and flour mixture of crummy topping) of Slavic kolach 
(called fruit plats in Plat Deutch). 
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she did not fast because she needed the energy for baking cookies since summer is a tourist 

season and more cookies get sold. Z.X.’s view is that Xudo (God) cares more about how we think 

and treat our neighbors, than if we deny ourselves food or not. He looks at the heart more than 

at the stomach. The judgment of Z.X. shows emphasis on the inner state (darun), rather than 

on the visible outward appearance (birun) in her relationship to the Creator. She is proud of the 

fact that even though she is a popular cook at many events, she never stole anything to bring 

home, not even one small candy. Z.X. seems to be one of grandmother figures of the Ərəgit 

məhəllə (neighborhood) and all of Lahij holds her as an example to be followed. Because of 

the respect she earned, it makes it worthwhile to get aquainted with her views about religious 

duties, virtues and desires representative of Lahijans. 

Every time Z.X. passes by a cemetery, she stops and prays Bismılloh (in the name of 

Allah) accompanied with a motion of her right hand, as if washing her face from her forehead 

to chin. Her beliefs are not governed so much by outward performance, but simply by a clean 

conscience toward God and kindness to her fellow man. Instead of fasting, she would give her 

last energyin workingto encourage people, who look up to her and appreciate her caring attitude. 

Z.X. chooses not to be involved in gossip. She tries hard to avoid negative thoughts and 

words, being especially cautious not to complain about her ancestors. When when she confided 

some things that were hard for her because of the choices her parents had made, she did not 

want them to be recorded. Her wish has been respected. Z.X. does try to pray during namoz 

(prayer time) on her prayer rug, given to her by religiously zealous sister F.X., who completed 

the höc (pilgrimage) to Mecca. Even though she might not be able to pray five times each day, 

her thoughts and thankfulness involving God are consistently expressed in her conversations. 

She pointed out that to make a höc, the wealthy people of Lahij are first expected to meet the 

needs of poor by giving generously and only then can make the pilgrimage. In the past, many 

pilgrims did not return from this long and dangerous journey. While Mecca remains a far-fetched 

goal for pilgrimage, many take overnight pilgrimages to the local holy place Babadağ Mountain 

(D.M). The whole journey usually takes at least three days. Seven such pilgrimages are valued 

to be equal to the höc to Mecca.227
 

 
 

227 At the same time pilgrimages could also be made to a yek dar (single tree), which could possibly be derived 
from Zoroastrian preferences of places to worship and approach the Creator (Y.A.) 
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People sacrifice a qurbun (offering of a lamb) to God for various family reasons, such as 

when asking for a son to get accepted to university, to return from army service, for a daughter 

to get married and have a son, for healing, and so on. 

Although Z.X. has never been rich, she does not envy those who were able to go on a 

pilgrimage. She is content with having the right fellowship with the people around her. She is 

pleased that as her ‘offered sacrifice’ of thankfulness for a prayed for request, which got fulfilled, 

she was able to cook about 70 kilograms of səməni (cream of wheat porridge) in the winter two 

years ago and feed many neighbors. This marathon-like event lasted 24 hours and three women 

took turns stirring it round the clock with a shovel-like spoon switching off every half an hour. 

The huge copper qəjqun (pot) was placed on the icoq (tripod) over a fire. This ritual feast is 

thought to be almost equivalent to qurbun and was also devoted to a wish (prayer), made to God. 

Now Z.X. desires that her youngest son will be able to build a house for his family instead 

of living in her father’s dilapidated house. She was born in the downstairs kitchen of        

that house and grew up there. It was her mother, who put up the pink flower wallpaper that still 

hangs in the kitchen more than half a century later. The main concern is that the whole building 

belongs to her brother, who just allows them to live there temporarily. It has four families in 

tiny apartments around a common həyot, (courtyard) with long green beans and chickens in the 

summer. So her son, wife and three children have no corner of their own. On the other hand, 

the neighbor’s watchfulness already saved the life of their three-year-old son, who decided to 

take a walk on top of the roof. Şükr bə Xudo! (Praise God!) 

For the last few years, Z.X. has to spend the winter with her daughter, a trained nurse, in 

Baku, since her health has lately been deteriorating. She misses Lahij and especially her active 

participation in community life, but she appreciates her daughter and son-in-law, who both treat 

her well. She regrets that her grandchildren in Baku cannot speak her beautiful mother tongue. 

She wishes that the next generation will keep the language of their heritage alive and would 

be able to read it. Her grandchildren have also lost the skills she had passed on to her children. 

She helped to make her granddaughter’s dowry in Baku. This meant making woolen pillows, 

blankets and mattresses, which had to be sewn with an enormous needle. Z.X.’s daughter bought 

much of her daughter’s dowry at the Airport Bazaar, which sells imports from China. Z.X. sees 
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that the factory made things are not as valuable as the handmade ones made with great care 

in Lahij.One more wish Z.X. cherishes is that her bright eleven-year-old granddaughter, who 

gained many honors for excellent studies in Lahij, would be allowed to pursue her studies. This 

depends on the girl’s father’s decision (Z.X.). 

Manaf Süleymanov described another case of a praise-worthy woman xolə Qeysər, (aunt 

Keyser) with a similar character a generation or two before. She raised two sons, who worked 

as master coppersmiths. Since she was a hard worker, you could always count on her. She got 

up early and started her day with a namoz (Islamic prayer) and stayed on her feet till late night. 

She loved gardening and grew many fruits and vegetables. Xolə Qeysər was an excellent baker 

and cook, and the delicious smell of her spiced bread and cookies could attract any person. 

She also helped to deliver babies and picked all kinds of healing herbs on the mountainside. At 

weddings it would take a great effort to persuade her to come to dance, but once she started, 

she could be going at it for two hours straight (Süleymanov, 1994, p. 25, 26). 

Süleymanov mentions another highly valued woman, Kərbəloy Əbdülleyli, whose baking 

skills became legendary. Anyone who caught the drift of her baked goods from afar would be 

drooling for its delicious taste. Her fatil, baked for weddings, was exactly 25 cm long, just as 

it should be, and was decorated with the proper spices and fine ornaments. Her şorgagol with 

yellow zəhvirun (saphran) was outstanding as well (Süleymanov, 1994, p.36). 

From the past to the present the virtuous Lahij woman is valued for her godliness, diligence, 

skillfulness in preparing food, especially her art of baking228 and frugality in making the most 

of all resources, including the mountains, meadows and woods. Baking has a symbolic meaning 

of fertility. The blessing of increase or multiplying is given when a woman is seen working the 

dough.Tireless vitality and active selfless devotion to the life and needs of the community are 

praiseworthy. This characteristic is far from the ideal of a withdrawn, passive, quiet woman229
 

 
 

228 It is work that is not done by men in Azerbaijan. The English expression ‘having a bun in the oven’ is an 
euphemism for being pregnant. Delaney comments on a Turkish village. Baking was considered reproductive ac- 
tivity because of the yeast multiplying. There was a ban on menstruating woman baking, so that the multiplication 
would not be spoiled (Delaney, 1991, p. 95) 
229 Mary Boyce compared the demeanor of Zoroastrian women to the Muslim women in Iran. The Zoroastrian 
women wore modest although colorful costumes, which likely were typical for the peasants of the area before 
the Arab conquest. They refused to wear the veil over their faces, “their dignified and open carriage at home and 
abroad, was all the more striking in contrast with the shrouded, self-effacing bearing of their Moslem sisters” 
(Boyce, 1977, p.12). This reflects the attitude of women who have some confidence of self-worth and some free- 
dom. 
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who only takes care of her immediate family.230 Her character building goals could be brought 

together into the Zoroastrian threefold doctrine of good thoughts, good words and good deeds. 

Admired men and women almost never seem to take a break; they work from early 

morning until late at night. This is typical for the Lahij people, who are always striving to 

survive; however, it is not so for many of the Baku people.231  Delaney recorded an opposite 

attitude toward work; Turkish villagers look down on any kind of work: they “say we work in 

the summer and sleep in the winter” (Delaney, 1991, p.115). A young woman from Boğ Mijə, a 

village above Lahij, made similar comment in a condescendingly joking way, however, about 

the men who do not have a trade: “The men hay and build in the summer and eat and sleep 

in the winter.” The women in particular keep very busy during the winter, so they do not see 

themselves as falling within the same category of ‘hibernation’. Thus, even within ‘Islamic 

ethics’ there are still significant local variations. 

The Lahij people would not call themselves Zoroastrian; however, some Zoroastrian 

background seeps up through other, more recent, layers of religion. Again it is not the label, 

which could have ethnic implications, which is chosen for self- determination; however, some 

inner traits of Zoroastrianism do persist in customs and celebrations. Although even Muslims 

outside of Lahij consider the Novruz232 Azerbaijan’s happiest, most beloved festival, celebrating 

Novruz seems to be a core part of being Löyji (Lahijan). 

5.2.2. Novruz Symbolism 

Novruz is a very ancient holiday. In Azerbaian today it is the most celebrated New Year 

festival. Although it was solemnized in Zoroastrian tradition and became their identity marker 

it has even older Babylonian roots remembering the cosmogonic change of seasons. 

New Year’sDay, Novruz,233 is theculmination of thechain of celebrationsbyZoroastrians 

of the seven creations devoted to the supreme creator Ahura Mazda (Lord of Wisdom), each of 
 

 

230 Jitka Malečková in Úrodná půda: Žena ve službách národa, (Fertile Soil: Women Serve the Nation) 2002, 
explained about an ideal modern Turkish woman, who takes an active part in public life. She is considered to be 
first of all ‘relational’. This means that her qualities matter as they influence somebody else. For example her pu- 
rity reflects on her future husband and children. Her role is not perceived as one of an autonomous individual, but 
as a member of her society in which she makes a difference (Malečková, 2002, p. 207). 
231 They seek leisure in parks, on the Boulevard, the seaside, çayxana or, for the richer ones, at concerts, the- 
aters and restaurants. There are always more men out wandering aimlessly than women. 
232     See 5.2.2. 
233 As an astronomical festival it pre-existed Zoroastrianism with the Babylonian tradition celebrating the start 
of a new farming year. Novruz was solemnized as a religious festival of Zoroastrians it has also been taken under 
the protection of UNESCO as an intangible world-heritage. It is celebrated at the spring equinox. 



161 
 

 

which was given a special festival in Middle Persian called gahambar, reduced to gambar (spe- 

cial times of the year). First came the celebration of the creation of the sky, i.e. the mid-spring 

Maidhyoi zarema, then celebrations of the water, earth, plants, and cattle, until the last day of 

the year, remembering the creation of man Hamaspathmaedaya. The seventh feast celebrated the 

one creation, which brought warmth and life-giving energy to the rest of them – fire.234 These 

times were to be times of worship and joy (Boyce, 1975, p. 31, 32). 

The Zoroastrian holiday being the last of the seven yearly feasts symbolized “the ultimate 

triumph of righteousness, which will also be the new day of eternal life, resurrection” (Boyce, 

1979, p.34). The Zoroastrians believe in Saoshiant (Savior, Messiah) coming in the last days 

to finally destroy durug (lie and deception) and establish asha (righteousness and peace) for 

the whole universe. The whole of mankind and each individual, according to Zoroastrianism, 

is to take an active part in the ongoing struggle between good, represented by the creator and 

all-powerful, loving God (Ahura Mazda, Lord Wisdom), and evil, represented by the hostile 

spirit (Ahriman). The contrast of evil and good is most sharp in its characteristics as the battle 

between the darkness and light. 

Today, the celebration of equinox in Persian is called Novruz, new day, new light. The 

Islamic state of Iran has kept it as a holiday at the start of the New Year. It is a powerful picture 

of victory of spring – life, the warmth over winter cold – death. Novruz ushers the season of 

light and warmth after the long sleep of the nature, which wakes up and springs into fresh new 

growth. During the renewal of Novruz people are called to forgive grudges and restore all rela- 

tionships. The heaviness of sickness, death and sadness are to be left behind in being burned 

by the fires over which people jump and exchanged for new warmth, strength and wellness. 

While above the fire they proclaim to the fire, “May the yellow of sickness be yours and the 

red warmth of health ours!” The pivotal point of the Novruz celebration is the marking of the 

equinox on the night of the 20th or 21st of March, during which the winter season comes to an 

end, and the long awaited spring is welcomed. 

In 2012, field research in Lahij allowed me to participate in celebrating the Novruz. The 

expectation is that Novruz is the time when all family members are to be at home, even if they 

234 The thought penetrating Zoroastrian beliefs is that light wins over the darkness. Zoroastrians solemnized 
seven feasts, which were to be celebrated joyfully and communally. Zoroaster, the founder and first priest of the 
Zoroastrians, established the official observance of the spring equinox dedicated to the seventh creation of fire. 
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have far to travel.235 For many Lahijans returning home for Novruz, travelling on the steep, 

rugged road from Ismailli to Lahij prior to the holiday meant being stranded in deep snow. The 

journey took us ten hours in four different vehicles. The locals said that Novruz that year had 

the most snow they could recall. As the town prepared, the sun grew stronger, and the snow 

gradually melted. The men of Lahij were actively helping to bring the spring in by shoveling the 

snow out of the cobbled streets and the upper square, where the festival events would unfold. 

The Novruz celebration in Lahij was watched by the whole nation as Azerbaijani tele- 

vision recorded the performances and the lighting of the bonfire that was built according to the 

tradition out of juniper branches. Azerbaijani flags were flying high against the blue skies next 

to the dripping icicles. Four hours of games, dancing, singing, and the display of traditional 

dresses in fresh spring colors made the upper-Erekit square come alive. 

The strength of men and boys was proudly displayed through wrestling, tug-of-war, 

and men holding metal round weights on straps between their teeth. The humorous traditional 

figure of Kosa (a bachelor eager to get married), wearing a long, red pointed hat mingled and 

joked with the happy crowd. He is supposed to be an older man with bald head, who is always 

hungry for cooked food, since he lives alone. A popular teenager played his role. Wherever 

Kosa went, peelings of laughter followed him. 

Participation of different ensembles represented many minorities of Azerbaijan: a Haput 

girls’ dance group, a Lezgi boys’ trio, a Lahij children’s folk ensemble, among others. Given 

the official character of the event, all these minorities, including Russians, both from Baku and 

from the village of Ivanovka, used almost exclusively the titular Azeri language.236 However, 

for Lahijans, Novruz is concurrently an occasiton for celebrating their own culture. 

The following poem in the Lahij language expresses the festive atmosphere. It was 

recorded from Maarif Əliyev, the director of the museum and a children’s folk ensemble, on 

the eve of the 20th of March 2012 in his old, humble home on the main street: 

Id Noyrız The Novruz holiday 

İd Noyrız imo Novruz holiday came, and 
 

 

235 This is very similar to American Thanksgiving. The excitement from the lights is comparable to the Christ- 
mas mood in Europe and Hanukkah in Israel. 
236 This portrays the sociolinguistic priorities of Azerbaijan as they were described previously in Introduction 
and Chapter 1. 
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Gər vərmo havo The air is getting warm. 

Şırına qağol bırjunim We bake sweet qohal,237 

Biyo ba xunahon poy sozim   So let us visit and share.238 

Parıstək ımo The swallow239 came back 

Gülhon voz ımo. And the flowers bloomed. 

The traditional activities and mood of the Novruz İd Noyriz (Novruz holiday) was 

recorded from Mirsadiq Sadiqov, a 77 year old aksakkal (respected elder, literally white beard), 

by Huseynova in 1999. This short, unedited speech by a Lahij resident shows the way they tell of 

events (line by line translation is mine). It reveals what he considered important to share about 

the most important holiday of the year: 

İd Noyrizə bə Löyij həmmə xub bəgirərundan. 

(Every person in Lahij celebrates Novruz really well. 

Bə İd Noyriz bə Löyij cavanhon əs bəçapundənund – xuruz və cəncündənund. 

(During the Novruz holiday in Lahij young men ride horses and hold rooster fights.) 

Həmmə nügə olat xiştona bədəyiftan, bə xunahon bə idi bədərmorənund. 

(Everyone dresses up in their best new clothes and goes out of their homes to celebrate.) 

Bə həyothon şəmələ basuzundənund. 

(They light up fires in their courtyards.) 

Mirdəhona von şəmələhon yad bəsoxtənund. 

(Their beloved departed ones are being remembered by lighting up lights.) 

Elhon ə üşə vorda kürmürirəiş bəsuzundanund. 

(Children go to the woods to collect sticks and then make fires.) 
 
 

 

237 The taste of holidays is often the most memorable for children, who look forward to having the special sweet 
treats of Novruz. Since the New Year in Azerbaijan is marking the change in the constellations, which bring in 
the spring, the different shapes of cookies correspond to different heavenly bodies. Şəkərçörəyi, is a round cookie 
with egg yoke yellow dot in the middle and represents the sun, şəkərbura is made in the shape of moon, paxlava 
has a shape of a star. The şorgagol round big bun with black seeds sprinkled around is a representation of the 
whole universe filled with stars or a Milky Way. 
238 Not every family can afford to make each kind of treat, especially paxlava, which is filled with costly ingre- 
dients like butter, walnuts and honey. People in Lahij try to be sensitive to the needs of others and share different 
kinds of their baked Novruz goods with those who could use help. 
239 The swallow is the messenger of the return of the spring season. In Lahij and the villages around it, like 
Həftəsö (Seven water mills), the swallow is symbolic of the most desired characteristic in Azerbaijan, hospitality. 
The local population thinks that swallows only make their nests inside of a genuinely hospitable home. The nest 
we saw in June 2011, was built on a wooden beam of the kitchen-living room, and the mother bird with her little 
ones was welcome to eat crumbs right off of the family table. 
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Zanun şəkərçorəyi, siəh həlvo, şorğahol bəbırjundənund. 

(Women bake special cookies like sugar-cookies, black halva, and salty rolls…) 

İd Noyrizə səbhini xunə nəzdikə odeminhona bəgəştəni. 

(On the morning of Novruz you are supposed to visit homes of close people.) 

Tə bə İd Noyriz ki çərşənbihon bəbiran bon ruzhon bə sər rukərə bəraftənund,və bəstı 

öü uvordənund,aş və şır bə bırjundənund. 

(Before Novruz begins on the last Chershenbe (Wednesday) we walk to the river shore, 

fill our copper water jugs with water and cook rice milk pudding.) 

Xoyəkərg rang bəsoxtənund, bəzən və pioziş xoyəkərgə rang bəzərənund. 

(We also color hardboiled eggs; some use onion skins to color the eggs.) 

Şö id aş pəlüftənund. 

(On the eve of the holiday rice pilaf is prepared.) 

Un şö gərəg həmmə bə xunə xıştan boşı. 

(It is required that during that night everyone should be at home with their family.)240 

(Sadiqov in Hüseynova, 2002, p.145) 

This passage well expressed the centrality of Novruz celebration to all inhabitants of 

Lahij old and young. This became evident during my repeated participation in three Novruz 

festivals of lights and spring warmth and renewal among Lahijans. Worth noting is also the 

symbolics of fire, white milk products alongside the venerated number seven. 

Maqsud Hacıyev, linguist and a native speaker of Tat, recorded some Novruz customs 

in Qonaqkent, Quba region, where he grew up. Tat will always put new cheese and milk in 

seven white piyalas (bowls) on a silver sinə (tray), cleaned white core of a walnut and white 

sugar on the spread. Seven white dirhams (small coins) were included so that the family will not 

want for money the next year. This was spread among the Iranian people since the Zoroastrian 

times. Arab historical sources mention that since the Sassanid time even rich caliphs put milk 

products on the table during Novruz. Iranians think of it as savob (a deed through which they 

will find grace in the eyes of God). The main reason is that all these substances are white and 

therefore show faith in God. 

240 Delaney explained the family terminology and shared that both aile and xane are used, but xane includes 
both aile (family) and ev (home) (Delaney, 1991, p. 113). The first word is Turkic; the second betrays Iranian 
origin and a widespread Iranian cultural influence in Anatolia. Novruz is also celebrated in that part of Turkey. 
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The white color symbolizes peace, freedom, happiness and bounty. The Tatalso featured 

a şahin quşu (white bird) as a part of a meaningful decoration they would tie the bird’s legs to 

keep him during the festival and in the end they let him fly away toward the sky.241 The people 

of old believed in the power of the white color. The pure spirits helping Ahura Mazda will turn 

the whiteness into əmin-omon (peace) and blessings. The white color attracts and welcomes 

them. Haciyev points out that the meaning of purity and peace has current continuity. A white 

flag brings peace in the wars and white242 symbolizes God’s strength (Hacıyev, 1995, p. 99-100). 

The preparations and meaning of Novruz, the celebration of new light, is symbolic of all 

things becoming new in the New Year. People in Lahij, as I could follow in 2012, spring clean 

their homes thoroughly starting a month in advance. They whitewash their inner walls, clean 

the carpets, scrub the floors, and air the blankets and pillows outside in the sun. They paint the 

facades of houses with fresh paint, take baths, wear new clothes, and give new things as gifts 

to each other on the morning of the 21st of March. 

Each family has a bonfire in their yard or at the end of their street, and there is a huge 

one in the squares, as well, for the məhəllə (neighborhood). The fire represents life and warmth, 

ushering in the spring, which melts away the cold of the winter and wins over the darkness. It 

was also a yearly reminder for the Zoroastrians that one day, everlasting summer will reign on 

Earth again (Boyce, 1975, p. 50).243
 

The fires of Novruz are lit to cleanse all past evil, heaviness, illness, sadness and 

overcome it with a new positive, fresh, cheerful start. People believe that by jumping over the 

flames they give all of their sicknesses and heaviness to the fire and are renewed. They are 

also supposed to make up with anyone against whom they might have held a grudge and have a 

peaceful beginning of the new season. Wheat sprouts are grown to add green freshness to the 

festive table along with eggs, both symbolic of a new season and growth. 

Həft sin , the seven symbolic things starting with “s” or “sh,” are found on their rich table 
 
 
 
 

 

241 There could be a possible link with the fravashis (angels of the relatives) visiting and at the end of Novruz 
flying away like a white bird. 
242 In Lahij after death they sweep and paint the walls white with whitewash şire (şir-milk, means white like 
milk) (Y.A.) 
243 The final goal of going through the seven creations, or guardians or Spirits was the Creator of all, Ahura 
Mazda (Boyce, 1975, p. 52). 
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spread in Iran244 and to a certain extend in Lahij and Azerbaijan, səməni (sprouted wheat, new 

life), sir (garlic for health), sirke (cleansing vinegar), si (apple, fruitfulness), şəm (light), şəkər 

(sugar for sweetness), and şərob (vine). Acil (rich mix of nuts, dried fruits and dry salted peas) are 

also expected to decorate the sıfrə (spread, or supper), to assure there will be bountiful blessings 

of harvest throughout next year. The sacred number seven had to do with the seventh creation 

of the Hephtad245 and the completion of the past year with the six feasts (Boyce, 1975, p.50). 

The purpose of the light, symbolic of life, is to overcome the dark, i.e. death. Zoroaster 

was the first to teach resurrection and life everlasting. Thus, Novruz was not only renewal, but 

a reminder of the coming day of the final victory of good over evil, the day of the Last Judg- 

ment, when men will break out of their graves like leaves and blossom out of a bud. They will 

be raised up again in body (Boyce, 1975, p. 49). The people, according to Zoroastrian tradition, 

believe that fravashis246 (angels or the spirits of their departed loved ones) visit their homes once 

a year, returning for the Novruz family fellowship. They are to be made happy by the delicious 

smells of their favorite meals that they are able to inhale (Boyce, 1975, p. 41). 

In Lahij, whole families visit the cemeteries three days in a row, starting on the 20th of 

March after lunch. Children are included to ensure continuity of the traditions. They walk with 

torches or candles as symbols of eternal life. Fires are lit next to graves. Candies are left on top 

of the graves. A granddaughter of Z.X. drew a cross on her grandfather’s tombstone. That, she 

commented, was so that he would be sure his family did not forget him. Visiting one another is 

another natural part of celebrating Novruz. Close relatives bring xunçəhon (round trays) filled 

with baked goods, candies, dried fruit and nuts. They are offered tea, oş-pilov and bih dulma. 

An egg is a symbol of new life and fertility. In the Şö id, (Novruz eve) older boys stick 

the end of their towel sneakily through the door, while waiting quietly outside. The woman of 

the house takes it and ties candies or an egg to it as a treat. In Lahij eggs are colored by boiling 

 
 
 

 

244 In Iran the Həft sin is done while mindful of the beginning sounds, the same symbolic items are found on the 
festive spread in Azerbaijan, but people are mostly not aware of the ‘7 s’ any more. 
245 The seven members of the Hephtad are the seven creations or Holy Spirit or Ahura Mazda with the six Mainu 
spirits joining in pairs Asha Vahishta (order cosmic and social) and Vohu Mana (good intent or purpose), Kshatra 
Vaira (dominion, authority) and Spenta Armaiti (devotion and obedience), Haurvatat and Ameretat (wholeness, 
health and long life) Boyce, 1992, p. 66-67). 
246 Fravashis were much like guardian angels, protecting the living with the “strength of heroes.” These were 
the prototypes of angels of Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Axworthy, 2008, p. 9). 
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them in onion skins.247 The eggs are later used for egg fights. In this game, one child holds an 

egg in his hand, while another hits it with his, and the one whose egg does not crack wins. The 

winner gets to keep the other egg. In the morning of Novruz the smaller children, mainly boys, 

excitedly go around to houses collecting sweet treats and eggs.248
 

The xunçə (tray with fruit, nuts and candies) on the Novruz table or on a window has 

four lit candles around it and one in the middle. The appropriate holy book is placed next to it. 

The Lahijans today use the Quran.249 The wider family is expected to be at home, but guests 

are also welcome and the invisible fravashis (angels or visiting spirits of the family members) 

as well, till their farewell at the end of Novruz. 

While leaving Lahij in 2012 with other visitors, the mountain peaks were still covered 

with shining snow, but the first flowers in the valley were already starting to peek out. Together 

with all of the Lahijans, we passed from the winter death to the new spring life as we celebrated 

Novruz in the mountains of Niyaldağ. 

5.2.3. Fire 

Maqsud Hacıyev (1995), who recorded the celebrations of Novruz among Tat-speakers, 

researched other old Tat beliefs about the sun, moon and fire250 and linked these with Zoroas- 

trianism. The all-encompassing culture he described seemed to have been practiced intensely 

in the past. The Lahij people still remembered that their parents performed some of those ritual 

actions, but were not explaining them to their children. The gradual progression of losing aware- 

ness of old layers of religion becomes apparent through the confessions I have also recorded in 

and around Lahij. They reveal the few remaining traces of the old layer of Zoroastrian beliefs 

underneath a more recent Islam. 

Hacıyev mentions that the sun as a light was a symbol of God’s presence and so was the 

fire. Morning was a time of victory over darkness. He claims that the fire is something the Tat 

had a special bond with in the past. They would never pour water on a fire to put it out; it was 

 
 

247 The onionskins are organic and easily available. Since the osh-rice pilaf usually is made with a very gener- 
ous helping of onions, there is also no waste. Frugality seems to be a natural trait of the elders, but is only pursued 
loosely by the next generation (Z.X.). 
248 They used to be put into caps left behind the gate, but now it is put in plastic bags face to face. 
249 In Iran, Jews use the Torah, Zoroastrians the Avesta, Christians, whether Armenians or those who call them- 
selves Mesihian, put the Bible on the table (S.X). 
250 All lights winning in overcoming the darkness. 
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thought to be a sin.251 Such action would bring unhappiness to the family. Fire protects man 

from bad or unfortunate events (Hacıyev, 1995, p. 85-86). Hacıyev points out the great respect 

for the fire in the northern Tat region of his time. The atoş-icoq (hearth fire) should be lit all 

the time. Asking for fire from the neighbor was considered shameful. People tried to keep the 

fire always burning (Hacıyev, 1995). 

This zealous attitude has been largely lost as such in Lahij, but Y.A. remembers that her 

mother used to guard the fire. Badem-mo252, the shepherdess from Lahij, mentioned that she 

always kept a coal from her fire and did not let it get cold (Z.X). This shows the ancient belief 

in always keeping the atoş-icoq fire going to insure the well being of the family. 

Hacıyev suggests that fire was considered holy because of Zoroastrian beliefs. Salt is 

poured on a fire to guard the family from the evil eye. When a fire crackles with the burning salt 

it is saying that the bad looks are already taken away (Hacıyev, 1995, p.87). Y.A. remembered 

her mother burning salt for this very purpose (Y.A.). Zoroastrians considered Avesta, prayers, 

salt and metals to be a protection from evil influences (Boyce, 1975, p.64). 

Hacıyev comments that the attitude toward the fire remains from the old times, when 

people felt a relationship to God through fire. New Islamic beliefs could not put out the love for 

the fire. He argues that on the one hand, even after accepting Islam, the Tat still worshipped 

God through fire. On the other hand, some accepted Mohamed and turned against fire, calling 

it atəş-pərəst (fire worship). The Zoroastrians saw the fire as a way to one God, so they objected 

to being called fire-worshippers, since they thought of themselves as monotheist. 

The Tat Muslims pray253 to Mohamed salavot254 after they light the lamp and do it in front 

of the light. Haciyev mentions that swearing by fire is the strongest promise for “our people” 

even now, when they have the Quran (Hacıyev, 1995, p. 87). The practice of giving word by 

the light is still in place in Lahij today (Y.A.). This is the present Lahij form: Bə lənpə segənd, 

Bə rışni segənd! (I swear by the lamp, I swear by the light!), although it is already somewhat 

 
 

251 Y.A. remembers her mother warning the children never to put water on a fire (Y.A.). 
252 Her advice on attaining a long life through a healthy cheese diet can be found in Chapter 4. 
253 Heiko Henkel in Between Belief and Unbelief Lies the Performance of Salat, ch.6 of The Anthropology of 
Islam Reader shares about salat requirements. The text is strictly Quranic. The recitation is followed by precise 
movements like cleansing of the body and the direction of the body toward Mekka. The practitioner of enters 
‘the body discipline of a ritual’, which cannot be altered (Henkel, 2012, p.150). In Lahij the direction to Mecca is 
replaced by looking at light, which is quite a significant alteration. 
254 Witnessing that God is One and Mohamed is His messenger. 
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removed from the original source of light the sun and the fire, by which swore the northern Tat 

two or three generations ago. 

According to Haciyev, the moon used to be considered a significant light able to win 

over the night darkness. Tat still observe the stages of the moon and pray gratefully for the moon 

three times a month. The ones who see the new moon tell others to go have a look and pray and 

greet each other Çımtı rışın! (May your eyes be bright with happiness). When the new moon 

appears it means it will grow and light up the sky and prevail over the dark forces (Hacıyev, 

1995, p. 89). Y.A. shared that her mother watched for the new moon, and when she saw it she 

would run and tell her with great joy, “I saw the moon for the first time this month!” (Y.A.). 

Although Hacıyev’s descriptions of Zoroastrian beliefs and customs among the north- 

ern Tat are mostly reminiscent, they still have some resonance in Lahij. It could be that Islam 

and the dangers of being perceived as fire-worshippers was the motivationg factor in changing 

the fire and sun for the lamp. Partially also it could be that the modernization with the use of 

electricity takes away the sense of vital need for the fire. The most significant symbolism of 

the light, however, has persisted even through the obvious shift of its source. 

Moreover, there are aditional Zoroastrian traces in the practice of Islam today in Azer- 

baijan. These might have been thought through as they were blended into Islam, when it was 

coming to be as a new religion in the territory where Zoroastrianism had had a long history. 

Zoroastrians were required to pray five times a day. This was considered an important weapon 

in a constant battlefight with evil. As Mary Boyce observed in practice, the believer would pre- 

pare himself by first washing off the dust from his face, hands and feet. Then the sacred cord 

around the waist would be untied and held in both hands.255 The believer would stand upright 

with his eyes fixed on the symbol of the righteous Creator named Ahura Mazda, the burning 

fire. Although it was short, the repetition represented a regular exercise and discipline as well 

as demonstration of faith (Boyce 1979, p. 33).256
 

Observations and interviews from Lahij confirmed the significance of the symbolism of 

light and fire. Although the close and intense tie to fire is, for practical reasons, strongest among 

 
 

255 We have already drawn a parallel with the wedding custom of tying and untying the cord three times in the 
wedding practice in Lahij in Chapter 3. 
256 Islamic namaz (prayer) is to be performed also five times and starts with a washing. The symbolic gesture of 
washing a face takes place while passing a cemetery or at saying “Bismillah” before eating. 
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shepherds who still depend on it for warmth and cooking, it lingers on in the Lahij town as well. 

The Zoroastrian essence of light winning over darkness is shown through circling around the 

light during the wedding ceremony, Novruz bonfires, and swearing by the lamp. Inspite of the 

modifications, which replaced the fire with other lights, the Islamic prayer oriented toward the 

light confirms the co-existence of Zorostrian symbolic motives alongside Islam. 

Although some old thoughts and practices persist naturally, original Zoroastrian require- 

ments of purity and hygiene are not fresh in the minds of Lahij people. Nevertheless, the outward 

motions or ritual form of Zoroastrianism, together with some ideas and practical applications, 

continue in Lahij and even in Azerbaijan. Some specific rituals have changed their primary 

meaning and the accompanying liturgy. This pertains to tying a red cord around the bride’s 

waist at a wedding, which, as as mentioned in Chapter 4, was part of the Zoroastrian initiation 

and profession of faith. The threefold goal of pure thoughts, words, and deeds was replaced 

with new content. In spite of the changes, the pragmatism and the impact of fikr nik, kelom 

nik, kari nik (pure thoughts, words and deeds as expressed in Farsi) are still vital to the small 

community of Lahij people. 

 
5.3. Path to God 

 
5.3.1. Blessings 

Lahij is a traditional community. However, unlike in some strict Muslim villages,257 all 

the members of the Lahij settlement are free to walk on the streets and habitually greet each 

other. The well-wishing and blessings (alqışlar, xeyir-dualar, which have survived as an ancient 

part of folklore in Azerbaijan, are exchanged continually by all people regardless of gender or 

age. ADDED Blessings are traditional responses of the Lahij community to daily situations. 

Blessings, or blessing formulas (Lawry, 2013) are automatic-routine or ritual phrases, 

which are triggered by a certain situation whether it is actually happening or is being referred 

to. The blessing has a purpose of well-wishing intention, arzu, (desire, wish) toward the hearer 

and is usually projected into the future. These idiomatic expressions can either be bono-petitive, 

wishing for a good to take place, or malo-fugitive (warding off evil influence) (Matisoff, 2000). 

Blessings have become a valuable part of this research since they mirror the innermost 
 

257 Both in Azerbaijan and other more strict Islamic areas around the world. 
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thoughts of the people and tell us about their relationship to God and each other. Besides, lin- 

guistically they are a definite marker of an insider as well. Since in the Middle East, including 

Turkey, Israel and Iran, blessings are presently used in daily situations, and are typical for the 

whole Azerbaijan, we will compare the Lahij and Azerbaijani parallels. The analysis will ponder 

how they differ and what they have in common. We will also consider the possible origin of 

this oral genre of folk wisdom. 

Therefore, the blessings rendered in Tat will be compared to their functional equiva- 

lents in Azeri and a meaning-based translation into English (rather than a literal one) will be 

provided. The purpose and usage of these idiomatic expressions will be presented according 

to the in-situ approach within the corresponding situational ethno-psychological context (Dell 

and Hymes, 1971). 

The average conversation of a secular Westerner would not be characterized by the use of 

blessings. There is one exception to this, which might be helpful in realizing how set or habitual 

these immediate responses are in Lahij. If someone sneezes the usual immediate response to this 

is either “Bless you!” or, as in Russian, German, or Czech “Be healthy!” To respond to sneezing 

with a wish of health is like a reflex. It is possible to compare the expression of a blessing to 

politeness formulas like “thank you” or responses to greetings. Jews, wherever they live, also 

have a blessing for every occasion of life (Matisoff, 2000). For a Lahij person to respond with 

a blessing to countless daily situations is as natural as breathing. 

Lawry made an attempt to compare and translate some Azeri blessings into English 

and develop an understanding of their purpose. She pointed out that Americans, when found 

in situations that in Azerbaijan demand a blessing formula, mostly do not require a particular 

idiomatic expression. For example, while going to visit a bereaved friend they might prefer to 

remain silent or to give a hug instead. She concluded that most of the Azeri blessing formulas 

do not have a functional equivalent in contemporary American culture (Lawry, 2013, p. 3). 

The emphasis on freedom and individual expression contrasts with the traditional-prescribed 

responses of the close local community. Giving blessings is not only fully expected; it is per- 

ceived as a mark of being an insider. 

The local speaker has an emic perspective, because he uses idiomatic expressions habit- 
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ually without analyzing them (Pike, 1990). This phenomenon could be compared to a preschool 

child speaking his mother tongue correctly while unaware of the grammar rules. When Azeri 

or Tat speakers find themselves in a particular highly emotional social situation, for example a 

wedding or a funeral, they do not have to struggle to carry on a conversation. The customary 

formulas make for a smooth interaction, free of awkwardness, when all is said and done in a 

proper way. However, should someone fail to verbalize in the customarily required way, it could 

be perceived as a sign of jealousy or another ill intent on the part of the speaker. A failure to 

respond to a happy occasion, like the birth of a child, with a protective blessing could be perceived 

as a personal threat to the family. The people of Azerbaijan believe that an evil eye (jealous 

look) could spoil their present fortune. In this case the expected blessing is believed to function 

like a protective amulet (blue ceramic eye or a hand of Fatima). Some patterns of speech and 

cultural behavior in Iran reflect similar perception of spiritual danger caused by jealousy and 

a failure to give a blessing in Persian as well (Allami, Nekouzadeh, 2011). 

In structure and purpose blessings resemble a prayer, but instead of to God, they are 

addressed to a fellow human. It is widely believed in this area (Lahij and the whole Azerbaijan?) 

that the only One who can bring the blessing to reality is God. This is manifested by the most 

frequent formula, which follows many other specific blessings. In Tat language it is “Xudo 

veronı”, (literally, if God gives, provides it), or in its Azeri version “Allah qoysa,” (literally, if 

God puts it there). The English equivalent would be “Lord willing” and is similar to the Jewish 

blessing “Im rotse Ha Shem”, (“If God wills”, or “May it be God’s will” or “May God make it 

come true”). 

In everyday life, people use various formulas corresponding to the situation in which 

they find themselves and the actions that are taking place around them. People working on the 

streets of Lahij or in their open courtyards could be building a house; fixing a road; bringing or 

stacking wood; making copperware, tools, nails, or horse gear; putting horseshoes on a horse; 

selling spices, herbs and jams; knitting socks or making a carpet. The appropriate blessing when 

seeing them work is “Xudo zihr tı” or “Xudo körtıra ovənd sozı.” This means, “May God give 

you strength,” and “May God make the work of your hands prosper.” In similar situations, the 

Azeri blessing would be either “Yorulmayasız,” (May you not get tired), or “Işiniz avand olsun,” 
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(May you make progress in your work). 

Should the work take place in the garden, field or orchard involving future harvest, or 

baking where the dough is expected to rise, the blessing will involve the thought of plentiful 

increase. “Xudo bərəket tı, Xudo bolluq tı, Xudo ziyod sozı” (May God bless you, may God 

multiply, give you a good increase, bounty). When seeing a man building a house, the blessing 

is, “Xudo tə bı sər sozı,” (May God allow you to complete it). An Azeri person would give a 

more general wish, “Xeyirlı olsun” (May it go well). 

When receiving hospitality around the table or the table cloth spread on the floor drink- 

ing black tea with kənd (sugar cubes), candies, home-made jam or eating bread with cheese or a 

warm meal it is proper to express the desire of all the goodies being replenished. “Xudo bərəket 

tı. Xudo ziyod tı. Xudo əvəz tı.” (May God bless you with plenty. May God reward you.) Before 

eating the hostess usually says, “Halol boşı!” (May it be ritually pure).258 The Azerbaijani prac- 

tice, similar to Iran (Paul, personal correspondence, 2013), is that the same phrase pronounced 

before the start of the meal is repeated at the end of the meal259 after the thank you, functioning 

similarly to “You are welcome.” Interestingly, during Lahij fieldwork the formal Islamic prayer 

“Bismılloh” was observed before a meal only in the case of Iftar (the evening feast after a day 

of fasting during the month of Ramadan), otherwise the above mentioned formula was used. 

The most frequently used phrase of gratitude is also a type of a well wishing, “Soğ boşı” 

and in Azeri, “Sağ olun” (both with the meaning Be healthy). One who receives help or a gift 

or kindness of any kind, thanks the giver with, “Xudo tıra xoşbəxt sozı, Xudo oxır tira xəyir 

sozı,” (May God make you happy, May God let you see good days). It is also possible to respond 

with “Xudo kümək tı” (May God help you). In Azeri it is, “Allah kömeyin olsun” (May God be 

your help). This also is a polite way out of obligation, which is felt difficult to be fulfilled by 

the one who was asked for a favor. It is an acknowledgement of God’s strength and one’s own 

disability to act in expected way. 

If someone is aware that someone else just bought or is wearing something new, the first 
 
 

 

258 This concept is very similar to the Jewish one of kosher, although the Islamic and the Jewish rules of what 
is considered pure differ. Islam does not separate meat and milk products. On the metro in Baku you could see a 
picture of bologna with cheese next to it with an advertisement for a halal (ritually clean) meal. This means that 
the meat is not pork and it has been killed according to the requirements of Islamic law. The Azeri saying before 
a meal is Nuş olsun!, which is an equivalent to the common cultural response elsewhere. 
259 This probably includes the thought that the food that has been eaten also needs to be digested well. 
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response is supposed to be, “Qe nıborəkı!” (Congratulations, I am happy for you.)260 Then, “Vo 

şohriho! Vo cün soğlıqı!” (May you enjoy it! May your soul be well!). In Azeri, “Mübarək! Can 

sağlığı ilə!” (Blessings, congratulations. May you be well.) In this case the speaker is assuring 

the one who was fortunate of his or her intent of sharing their happiness. A failure to respond 

with a blessing would be a blunder, leaving the happy owner to guess if the onlooker was jealous 

and could then cause some harm. 

When Lahij people take baths in the public hamam or at their neighbors’, and others 

see them as they come out, it is proper to say, “Həmişə bə təmizi!”(May you always be clean!) 

“Həmişə təmizliktə” is its Azeri equivalent. Whenever a Lahijan is aware that a person is sick, 

the blessing, “Xudo şəfo tı!” is readily given. In Azeri the equivalent is, “Allah şəfa versin!” 

(May God heal you.) 

At a departure or when someone is attempting to embark upon a new venture the bless- 

ing, “Xudo rah tı!” (May God open the way for you) follows naturally. The Azeri equivalent 

is, “Yol açıq olsun!” (May a way be opened before you! May the right door be opened, may 

you succeed!) Upon the return of a long awaited relative the following blessing is given, “Çımtı 

rışıni boşı!” (May your eyes shine, be filled with light, sparkle with joy!) To which in Azeri 

corresponds in the same way, “Gözünüz aidın olsun.” 

On holidays and during festivals the most common blessing is, “İd tı nıborek. Əz nı 

çənto çənto ıdho bıgırəruni.” (Blessings. May you see many more celebrations like this one.) 

The response in Azeri shares the same meaning, “Mübarək, nəçə nəçə bələ bayramlara çıxasız.” 

Specific formulas for the occasions of wedding and mourning were already given within their 

context in chapter four. 

During the month of fasting, Ramazon, the blessing expresses the desire for the good 

works of denial to self and generosity toward the less fortunate to be accepted by God, “Xudo 

qəbul sozı. Xudo rozı boşı.” Their equivalent in Azeri is, “Allah qabul eləsin. Allah razı olsun.” 

(both with the same meaning: May God accept your good work. May God be pleased with you.) 

These exact formulas are used with the same motivation when, at Id qurbun, or qurban bayram, 

the person who can afford it sacrifices a healthy, one year-old male lamb for the benefit of the 

community. This response works in any case of a person trying to perform a good deed. 
 

 

260 This is just like “Mazal tov!” (Good fortune) the standard Hebrew answer to this type of situation. 
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When a person has the privilege of seeing a baby for the first time, which is usually 

after the chill ruzi (forty days) of being shut in (not being able to go outside of home, avoiding a 

risk of the evil eye) the appropriate saying is, “Xudo dorı!”, or in Azeri “Allah saxlasın!” (May 

God protect!); the desire is that this child will be kept for his or her wedding as a few Lahijans 

explained to me (Z.X., Y.A., D.M.). The same response is due even at the mention of someone 

having any children. When the newborn is a girl an exclamation follows, “Bıror voris boşı!” 

(May you have a brother-heir).261
 

In Baku, visiting in a home, which was bereaved, usually does not take place, but the 

relatives rent a kirayə çadır, (a tent for rent), a long large tent, which is pitched in the middle 

of the street for the guests of the family sharing of the meal of bereavement. Axır qəmin olsun 

(May it be your last grief) is one of the Azeri blessings expressing the wish of comfort: Şohri 

vini! (May you see happiness) in Tat.262 Prayers on behalf of the final destiny of the departed 

are offered in Lahij each time someone is passing by a cemetery and special ones along with 

the reading of the Quran at Iftar. It is pronounced with a symbolic cleansing gesture of moving 

the speaker’s right hand from top to bottom of their face.263
 

After many blessings are pronounced, agreement with the blessing could be expressed 

immediately through these confirming statements, “Omin, Xudo vəroni,” and correspondingly 

in Azeri, “Amin,” “Allah qoysa” or, “İnshalla” (Amen, which means – “May it be so,” or “God 

willing – May it be God’s will.” “May God bring it to pass.”) 

Both the Tat and Azeri languages use parallel blessings, which are expressed in a similar 

way and used in almost identical contexts. While comparing the two, one noticeable difference 

between Tat and Azeri blessing formulas becomes apparent. The Tat language includes God 

Xudo in almost all of their blessings. This reveals awareness that, “Qismət a Xudo,” destiny 

and every good gift, comes from God. The most meaningful Lahij blessing seems to be “Xudo 

cuntıra sox sozı!” May God revive your soul and make it wholesome! (Wood, 2013, p. 54). 

It would seem that the genre of blessings preserved a more complete way of thought in 

Lahij, which might suggest that it is the older than Azeri blessings. Perhaps the enclosed com- 

261 This shows preference for having a boy, who will take care of the parents, rather than a girl, who will even- 
tually live with another family. 
262 To understand the Lahij context, Chapter 4 has information specific to mourning with more customary for- 
mulas. 
263 This, as Boyce observed, was practiced in originally in Zoroastrians’ ‘cleansing preparation’ for a prayer. 
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munity of Lahij contributed to the preservation of the traditional blessings in Azerbaijan. In 

any case, the Iranian and Turkic cultural ways were intertwined for many centuries since they 

shared the same territory. The customary use of blessings with a keen awareness of the power 

of the spoken word could be seen as one piece of evidence pointing to a shared belief system. 

Therefore, the thought patterns in the Tat and Azeri languages, as shown through the use of 

blessings, stems likely from one common root. 

Benefiting from the thorough field research of Mary Boyce, done among practicing 

Zoroastrians in Yazd, we might be able to see a possible resemblance or even a root to the 

traditional formulas of Lahij. One religious observance was kept by nearly everybody. This 

was the vaj (in Persian baj) meaning word or utterance. “The practice involved saying Avestan 

manthras (ritual formulas) before engaging in a variety of daily activities, such as sleeping and 

bathing, as well as before various religious rites” (Boyce, 1979, p.139). The particular action 

was then performed in silence, and after it was finished another manthra was pronounced. This 

was used like a “protective shield of holy words, whose efficacy would have been broken by 

the interruption of ordinary speech. The actions concerned might be almost sacramental (like 

eating and drinking).” This was kept by “king or commoners and even in the direst circum- 

stances” (Boyce, 1979, p.139). People were considered prone to evil attacks at those times and 

the prayer-like utterance was like a protective wall around them. The following old story One 

Night for a Thousand Warhorses will point to where the Lahij people turn in time of feeling a 

desperate need. 

 
5.4. Conclusion: Relationship to God 

A bloodthirsty shah approached a Lahij blacksmith with an impossible challenge. The 

master was ordered to produce enough horseshoes and nails to outfit a thousand warhorses. This 

in itself would take an experienced master a long time. However, the order had to be completed 

overnight because the greedy ruler wanted to attack the neighboring country the very next day. 

One night could not suffice. Each horse needed four horseshoes and each shoe needed several 

nails; therefore, many more thousands of nails were needed. Should the blacksmith dare not to 

fulfill the order, he would be killed at the dawn of the day. 

The distraught master was overwhelmed and knew very well that his strength was far 
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from sufficient to meet the impossible challenge. There was just one way, the merciful God. He 

turned to the Almighty in fervent all night prayer for his life as the provider for his large family. 

When the darkness subsided and the first ray of the sun touched the master’s face he heard the 

sound of the hooves of the messengers’ horses approaching closer. He was waiting for their 

verdict. They greeted him and asked him to make four huge nails fit for the shah’s coffin, since 

the wicked ruler was taken from this world the night before. The saying, “God, who brings nails 

to the blacksmith,” signifies unexpected deliverance from an impossible predicament came out 

of this story, as recounted by several Lahijans (Y.A., N.M.). 

Even during the time of greatest need for trades and crafts, it seems from the story of 

the resilient cobbler and the blacksmith that they chose to trust God and approach Him in prayer 

under pressure. “The Resilient Cobbler” expresses the most common conviction of Lahijans 

that one has to be active because God helps those who work. On the other hand, the blacksmith 

was faced with an impossible task. In the Lahij version by N.M. he prayed once and went to 

sleep, while in the version from Bredol, he stood on his knees and kept praying all night long. 

One thing that is clearly evident in life of the Lahij people is their relationship to God, to whom 

they run for help. This applies to most of the members of the community, no matter how they 

label their present religion and what traces of the past monotheistic or pagan beliefs are found 

in their culture. 

The Tat and Lahij people became Muslim, both Sunni and Shia, but it took place long 

after they were Zoroastrian. Even though they converted they did not lose all of their old beliefs 

and customs, although it seems that sometimes they practiced them intuitively and were not 

aware of their origins. Outwardly the victory of Islam seemed complete in Lahij and the Quba 

region. The immediate profession of the Lahij people seems to be very clear; as far as current 

religious affiliation is concerned, they consider themselves Shia Muslim. One of the strongest 

identity markers is their keeping of Aşura at Məhərrəm.264
 

The kind of Islam practiced in Azerbaijan touches every aspect of life, but is not rigid. 
 
 

 

264 This mourning and focus on death would perplex the practicing Zoroastrian community. They consider 
sadness as a sign of not enjoying God (i.e. sin). The Zoroastrians of Iranian Yazd still grow grapes and use a little 
wine against the strict prohibitions of Islam. “Zoroastrianism, like Judaism, is a religion which encourages enjoy- 
ment of life”. Thiscontributed to its survival. The “life enhancing” way and the name–the Good Religion embody 
this attitude (Boyce 1975, p. 21). There is a tradition supporting this notion that at birth Zoroaster did not cry, but 
laughed (Axworthy, 2008, p. 5). 
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The transition from blood shed to blood drive shows that the desire to be useful to others won 

over former self-affliction. Both tradition and authenticity play its own role in this country, 

which finds itself between East and West. 

In reality, people who were converted to Islam provided many visible proofs of their 

faith (mosques, profession of faith, reading of Quran, celebrating Islamic holidays), but coped 

with changes by holding onto a part of the previous beliefs as well. Some parts of Zoroastri- 

anism were extremely difficult to carry out for their rigorous strictness and meticulousness. It 

is the sterile purity laws and requirements that vanished from the life of mountain folk in the 

Caucasus almost without a trace. Yet, other aspects survived. On the one hand, Zoroastrianism 

survives to a certain extent in outward motions of rituals, which have sometimes even changed 

the content, as in the case of the wedding ceremony as an echo of Zoroastrian initiation. On 

the other hand, some deeper beliefs remain, although they might be covered on the surface by 

Islamic appearances. 

The attraction to light and its sources shows the deeper underlying Zoroastrian thought. 

These could be traced to the crucial spiritual battle between the forces of the darkness and 

light, in which men are to take their part. One visible demonstration of that is the walking three 

times around the light and earlier around the fire, as a symbolic part of the wedding ceremony. 

Another example is their salavot (confession of Islam) prayed while looking at the shining lamp. 

The observances tied to the joy of the new moon and paying attention to the moon three times 

a month adds another instance illustrating the same principle. The essence and symbolism of 

the lifelong struggle of light with darkness has been kept alive in the Lahij mindset. 

The lamp as a symbol of the sun, fire and God is still very significant in their lives. It is 

shown clearly by their oaths, Bə lənpə segənd, Bə rışni segənd!(swearing by the lamp and light). 

Novruz, the new day, new year and new light as the most beloved holiday in Lahij, celebrates 

the victory of spring and sun over winter and darkness. The new life with its freshness and 

purity symbolizes resurrection in Zoroastrian beliefs. The threefold doctrine of good thought, 

good word and good deed is the core of their practice and their goal for character building as 

well. It is because the Lahij people value vitality and diligence that they are hard workers and 

active doers. As a tightly knit community, they share life and focus on one God, the creator and 
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Master over all. They simultaneously call Him Xudo and Alloh. 

Their use of blessings in daily situations, which is as natural as breathing, is a thread tying 

together their thinking and their deeds with well-wishing and grateful attitude. The response of 

blessings seems to have origin in Zoroastrian baj (word, manthra). The appropriate use of these 

formulas is one mark of an insider. 

This chapter has argued that in spite of several various religious layers there seems to be 

one unifying direction of looking to God for protection and blessings, which is the ever-present 

thread in the particular Lahij community mindset. The creative participation in celebrating of 

Novruz is also a meaningful part of Lahij identity. In its symbolism and practices it represents 

the Zoroastrian heritage of Lahij and perhaps also more generally of Azerbaijan. 

The contrast265 between the happiness of Zoroastrian Novruz as a new life and light 

overcoming the darkness of death on the one hand and the contrast of focusing on grief and pain 

of death of Aşura are both accepted and combined as valid religious events. The sensitivities 

of the Lahij people are not bothered, since they are not analyzing the doctrinal contradictions 

and philosophical perplexity between the two extremes. From the Zoroastrian point of view 

the Aşura’s focus on death, wearing black, and, especially, causing pain and bloodshed would 

be not only unacceptable, but even repulsive and unclean. It would be seen as being drawn into 

darkness, which needs to be assertively overcome by the purifying light and joy typified most 

clearly by the Novruz.266At Novruz a girl visiting the grave of her grandfather can light a fire 

and draw a cross at the same time. What matters to her is the prayer, the wish of her heart. To 

her grandmother, God cares more about the harmony of her relationship to others than about 

her ability to deny herself food. This shows the emphasis on the inner relationship rather than 

the outward performance. Justice, honesty, honor and purity are still goals of character building 

in Lahij. Some of these phenomena are not limited to Lahij and can be found to some extent in 

Baku, as well. Lately in Baku, the blood of Aşura is donated through the hospitals to the needy, 

turning the self-pity and waste into giving to the sick and weak. The Islam in Azerbaijan is more 

flexible and open to re-evaluation than in countries with strict fundamental Islamic practices. 

 
 

265 However, the sensitivities of the Lahij people are not bothered, since they are not analyzing the doctrinal 
contradictions and philosophical perplexity between the two religious doctrines. 
266 As we have learned through the comments of Deeb (2006), self-affliction was deemed un-Islamic and haram 
in character by some Muslims as well, and even banned as a practice. 
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Lahij has a unique mix of older beliefs intertwined with the newer ones. Their Zoroastrian 

essence of good thoughts, good words and good deeds resiliently persists through their daily 

diligent way of life joined with the thread of blessings. 

Conclusion: The Resilient Lahijans 

Azerbaijan presents a little researched field for analyzing the dynamics of marginalized 

minorities. It has much potential due to the survival of multiple minorities and their distinct 

languages. The original focus of this study was a people group, speaking an Iranian language, 

previously described by Russian researchers as ‘the Tat’ people. The original research question 

aimed at inquiring about ‘Tatness’, i.e. belonging to the Tat minority or the ethnic identity of 

‘the Tat’ people. This academic perspective from the outside, however, had to be adjusted as the 

situation on the ground seems to be more complex than expected. People who would own the Tat 

ethnicity were hard to find, and individuals who still could speak Tat fluently were exceptions. 

The local people, formerly called Tat, lost interest in their old ethnicity, among other 

reasons due to the all pervading spread of the titular Azeri, which has become a principal iden- 

tity marker of the unified Azerbaijani nation. It results in broad assimilation and an erosion of 

the minority identities, which are being replaced by a common Azerbaijani one. Most of those 

people who used to be called Tat in the past are no longer bilingual, and it would appear that 

most of them are not even aware of their former roots. They have already dissolved within the 

Azerbaijani nation. 

Surprisingly, and against many odds, there are a few remnant bilingual minority commu- 

nities that have kept a high vitality of their heart language. Today the salient concern is about the 

survival of their mother tongues. Nation building in Azerbaijan has been accomplished, and the 

concepts of multiculturalism and tolerance have appeared as possibilities in the public discourse 

of Azerbaijan; for example, at the Humanitarian Forum 2014 and the round table in Lahij in 

October 2015. The future will show whether the inertia of homogenization will gradually take 

over, or if multilingualism will be actively pursued. Bilingualism could potentially strengthen 

the territorial integrity, which seems to be currently the primary concern of Azerbaijan. 

Lahij, as a heartland of a bilingual minority, is outstanding among other communities. 

This is due to its isolation in the mountains and the town mentality of its craftsmen. In Azerbaijan 
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Lahij, is the only settlement with a Near Eastern architectural style, where the traditional way 

of life and an ancient Southwest Iranian language still co-exist. Moreover, the rich oral tradition 

is still active, renewed with spontaneous local creativity. This close-knit community lives out 

and keeps strong its morality and togetherness through its comitment to caring for each other. 

The intricate identity of the Lahij community became the focus of research for the first 

time. As such, this study is an attempt at merely introducing the relevant topic of minorities 

in Azerbaijan. This field research hopes to make a contribution to the understanding of the 

complex dilemmas of a bilingual community in the time of the recently completed Azerbaijani 

nation building. 

To begin to unravel this intricate problem, it became necessary to look for an effective 

approach. An anthropological method of observant participation, structured interviews, and 

narrative analysis allowed for discovering and analyzing the insider point of view. The observant 

participation as oposed to former participant observation hopes to add a deepening dimension to 

critical anthropology and the methodology of fieldwork. This is to be done through the reverse 

of attittude: the fieldworker should consider the local people not only co-eval, which means 

living in the same time, but also co-equal. Taking a step further means rendering the others 

more knowledgeable in their culture then us – the researchers–incomers. In my field work in 

Lahij, the local people became the teachers and I the learner, follower. With the emphasis on 

the participation rather than on the distance came a shift in focus. Fieldwork meant taking part 

in the community events through blending in, which became the key to understanding about 

belonging to their caring community. I am grateful that Lahij doors were opened to me and I 

was invited to become an observant participant. 

Based on previous research, the linguistic literature divided the Tat into Christian Tat, 

Jewish Tat and Muslim Tat. The first group has left for Armenia, but small enclaves of the latter 

two still live in Azerbaijan. While the ethnically mixed communities, mostly in the lowlands, 

saw the displacement of the Tat language through Azeri, some more homogenous communities 

in the mountains managed to keep a high vitality of their vernacular. The most remarkable two 

exceptions are ‘the mountain sanctuaries’ of Qırmızı Qəsəbə in the Quba region for the Mountain 

Jews; and Lahij, representing the Muslim ‘Tat’. The inhabitants of Qırmızı Qəsəbə and Lahij 
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both speak a Southwest Iranian language, which was named Tat by linguists from the Russian 

Academy of Sciences from St. Petersburg. 

The people formerly called Judeo-Tat or Jewish Tat in Russia have expressed their strong 

preference regarding their ethnonym. As a result it has been officially changed to Mountain Jews 

or Juhurihon and their language is now called Juhuri. This emphasizes their Jewishness, which 

was at times denied to them. The Mountain Jews identify themselves as the descendants of the 

Assyrian, Babylonian and Iranian diaspora. While this is not the aim of this thesis, when the 

scattered references to Jews living in Caucasus Albania are combined with the early apostolic 

Jerusalem connection, it seems plausible that there have been two millenias of Jewish continuity 

on the same territory. Analogously to the Mountain Jews, the inhabitants of Lahij also reject 

the label Tat with its possibly misleading implications. Instead, they prefer to be addressed as 

Lahijans according to their toponym. Furthermore, the Lahij people, who speak their mother 

tongue, prefer to call it Lahij language instead of the ambivalent Tat. That way they avoid 

every appearance of separatism as they feel the need to emphasize belonging to their country 

of Azerbaijan. Their lives are bound to their heartland, which for its climate, fruitfulness and 

beauty is seen as an image of paradise. 

Whereas the Jews were and continue emigrating to Israel, Russia and America in search 

of a better life, the Lahijans have no dream of any life outside of their vetən (motherland). Even 

when the Lahijans leave to earn money in Russia they mostly return home, to Lahij. Some Lahij 

people see themselves as indigenous people, who lived on the present land before the Iranian 

or even more recent Turkic speakers arrived. Then, they say, the Iranian tongue, which proved 

more dominant, took over and some of the substrate Caucasus tongues disappeared. Lahijans 

mostly deny any link to former Jewishness. Their roots have grown deep in the land by the 

Girdıman river, where they were resettled to guard the land from northern invaders. Although 

the toponym Lahij likely originated from the Iranian Lahijan, currently Lahijans have no polit- 

ical ties with Iran. 

The Southwest Iranian vernacular, formerly labeled Tat, which the Mountain Jews and 

Lahijans share, has no significant linguistic divergence in the two locations, divided only by 

the mountain range of Babadağ. In spite of the same anthropological type and linguistic data, 
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both given settlements perceive the two varieties of ‘Tat’ as separate languages. They name 

them Juhuri and Lahij and see themselves as different people groups based on their specific 

religious designation. 

Their unanimous decision to reject the ethnic description, which was imposed on them, 

however, does not equal the rejection of their respective mother tongues. In spite of the fact that 

the Lahijans and the Juhurihon refuse to wear the label Tat, their heart language is one of the 

most integral parts of their identity. Outside of the boundaries of the community they lose it 

together with other parts of their original identity, such as traditional values. The former assets 

are usually traded for better opportunities of earning a living and modern comforts of life. 

While the Lahijans do not see their bilingualism in any opposition to their belonging to 

Azerbaijan, they are burdened with the question of whether their mother tongue will survive. 

This might depend on whether their children and grandchildren will be Löyjihon (Lahijans) or 

not. Their heart language is the one in which they express the thoughts closest to their hearts, be 

they spiritual or intimate. At the same time the Lahij people appreciate the ability to use Azeri 

as the language of education and media and see economical advantage in it. The state language 

enfolds them into a wider context, where they belong as citizens of Azerbaijan. Lahijans are 

able to combine dual loyalties. The sense of belonging to the community and the nation as well 

are not felt as divided, but only differentiated. 

When a bride from outside comes to reside in Lahij the first step of immersion is her 

language acquisition. Lahijan’s initial impression of me, as a foreign researcher, was softened 

through my effort of learning their vernacular. Their approval was freely bestowed and a delight 

was expressed through calling me kile Löyji (a Lahij girl). The sense of humor Lahij people 

show in this way also includes an element of a surprise that somebody from far away desires 

fluency in their beautiful, expressive language. This was understood to mean that someone also 

cared to learn about who they are. 

The outcome of the previously long habitual balance of the Lahij and Azeri languages 

used to be a stable diglossia. Lately, the Lahij language has to compete with Azeri in the pre- 

viously clearly separated domains, namely at home and on the street. The current struggle is 

experienced through the shifting identity. This becomes most evident when Lahijans move 
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beyond the boundaries of Lahij, for example, to the capital Baku. Intergenerational transmission 

is interrupted and the mother tongue dissappears. The former identity is severely altered or 

erodes. This is also starting to occur even within the boundaries of the community, especially, 

when parents decide to speak the economically more prestigious Azeri to their children. 

The present cultural mix in Azerbaijan and in Lahij is a Persian-Turkic cultural complex 

since the two have had a profound impact on each other and became so intertwined that at times 

they have become almost inseparable. The customs and celebrations267 have kept their Iranian 

etymology. Although the Lahij-Iranian worldview is close to Azerbaijani-Turkic one, it has been 

preserved in its older and fuller form.268
 

Some regional traditions, practices, and values overlap; some are scattered and unevenly 

distributed; nevertheless, Lahij has preserved a substantial amount of them. The traditions 

pertaining to weddings, documented on the pages of ethnography, still are taking place in the 

courtyards and streets of Lahij. Contrastingly, fast-paced Baku switched to a mass-produced, 

impersonal type of wedding reception. The public rented space with a fixed order, şadlıq sarayı269 

celebration, is an meager substitute for an authentic community participation. 

In Lahij, my mentor Z.X. was the key to unlocking the understanding of the town’s 

ways and ushered me right into the center of all events. She was a type of virtuous, wise and 

sociable woman looked up to and asked for advice. I was allowed to learn by doing her daily 

chores with her including kneading dough. Although I walked around with a notebook, pen 

and a little recorder, the people did not think of me as being idle. This was significant since in 

their struggle to survive they keep working diligently at most times. 

The Lahij people negotiated my place within their system and every question and com- 

ment they made revealed a little part of their mentality. While I was “adopted” as a daughter 

by the widow I was staying with, the patriarchal order demanded that they create a story about 

me having a Lahij father. The Lahij desire for an ideal overrides certain realities, which are 

 
 

267 Namely Novruz or chill (forty) pertaining to the forty days before Novruz, forty days of mourning after a 
death, or the time of separating a bride after a wedding. These are described in the Ethnography of Azerbaijan 
(2007) as a common Azerbaijani heritage. Ethnography as a whole is presented as ümümi Azerbaycanlı miraz 
(common Azerbaijani heritage) without any mention of ethnic distinctions. 
268 During my stay in Tajikistan the citizens of Iran, living temporarily in Tajikistan, concluded that Lahij has 
kept a way of life, features and interpretations, which have already disappeared in Teheran and most other cities 
as well. This became a particular historical interest to them. 
269 Şadlıq sarayı is a designated restaurant catering wedding receptions. 
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perceived incompatible with their inner logic. 

The Lahij identity is too complex to be categorically prioritized or compartmentalized. 

It subsumes many different aspects and undergoes various adjustments. Lahij has the creative 

personality of a master coppersmith, overcomer, living within the setting of a Near Eastern town 

in the Caucasus Mountains, speaking a relict Iranian tongue. The town craftsmanship mentality 

of Lahij is built on the foundation of ancient trades. Out of various crafts the one of coppersmith 

became a synonym for Lahij. The essence of the Lahij character is best illustrated through a 

popular narrative from the time of Shah Abbas: ‘The resilient cobbler’ strives to survive by 

adjusting daily through finding creative solutions how to earn his living and feed his family. 

He embodies the persistency and flexibility in handling economic crisis with the attitude of an 

overcomer. Through the struggle he keeps in mind that God is the one who ultimately provides. 

Nevertheless, Xudo (God) helps those, who work hard. 

Industrialization dealt a heavy blow to the craftsmen of Lahij. Because of that, they keep 

changing their purpose and style of crafts, but still manage to keep their mastery. Both narra- 

tives surviving among Lahijans and their life show that skills with creativity of expression are 

highly valued. The character of Lahij represents the rigorous work ethic as a key ideal of their 

society. This is true for both genders and all ages as the older people and children contribute to 

providing for the family needs as well. 

When the search for work leads abroad, families are encountered with many challenges 

demanding reflection and ethical choices. Men in several instances yielded to the temptation to 

be unfaithful to their wives, but the Lahij women made the choice to remain true to the Lahij 

moral standard. Perhaps it is possible to propose that the particular men were conforming to 

the morality of Lahij within the safeguarding of their community, i.e. within the boundaries. 

The women, however, might have internalized the Lahij values and held onto them when faced 

with an ethical choice even without the customary community support. Perhaps they considered 

faithfulness a virtue, which, if lost, could be equivalent to giving up who they are. While women 

were perplexed at the men’s willingness to be shamed, they envied the friendship Russian hus- 

bands demonstrated towards their ‘loose’ women. 

A family started with purity through marriage and lived out in faithfulness is an ideal 
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Lahij people pursue. Moreover, a couple’s intimacy is considered so exclusive that when a spouse 

dies the other does not usually remarry. While for many societies the norms for virginity and 

loyalty are gender specific, the Lahij society demands them equally of all. The watchful neigh- 

borhood holds men responsible for their actions, which invariably influence others. When the 

customary respectful relationships are broken, the community takes active steps to restore the 

required decency as a part of justice in town.270
 

There is a certain difference between the perception of the outward display of woman’s 

beauty and man’s manliness. Women are required to keep the outward standard of modesty, but 

men, especially younger men, are allowed to display their strength. According to the Quran, 

modesty should be expected of both sexes and women should not be objectified. This revelation 

and ideal, generally speaking, has not yet been translated to life in Muslim societies. Thus, 

the covering of women’s hair in Lahij is thought of as a protection against the lust of men and 

therefore conducive to the integrity of family. 

Some strict customs, however, including the long isolation of the bride, have been grad- 

ually loosening up in favor of more freedom. The improved status of women, some of whom 

can now get education and even jobs, correlates with reducing the age gap between the partners. 

Young people have an increased say in their choice of marriage partners. Although ‘face to face’ 

dating is still off limits, more communication takes place through the use of mobile phones. The 

customary norms are being re-evaluated under the pressures of globalization. 

In Lahij family values are still salient. One of the priorities in raising children is teach- 

ing honesty. Parents enforce right behavior by corporal punishment. The standard of integrity, 

however, is not all-encompassing. For example, different types of lies and the use of wittiness 

are assessed contextually. In some narratives heroes speak the truth to the point of sacrifice. 

Others use a measure of deceit for the purpose of bringing justice into a bigoted situation. When 

integrity and justice are in conflict, it becomes preferable to hold honesty loosely for the sake 

of being able to reach social justice. These are, predictably, the cases where the rich took an 

advantage of the poor. This feature resembles closely the Iranian historical perception of justice. 

In the time of increasing economic hardship women achieved remarkable success by 

 
 

270 This was illustrated e.g. by the example of an older brother making an unruly youngster marry his sister 
when they were caught acting indecently. 
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reviving the trade of carpet weaving. Every family ended up having a carpet weaver. One of 

the results of the carpet-weaving boom likely is the fact that both women and men freely walk 

on the streets and talk to each other. The town of Lahij was, besides other assets, chosen for 

fieldwork over other locations partially because this freedom gave me closer access to inter- 

viewing through fellowshipping. 

Women’s baking skills are appreciated in Lahij. Symbolically baking is linked to fertility 

and increase. Moreover, a praiseworthy woman is virtuous, diligent, godly, and actively cares for 

her neighbors. Modesty and propriety are natural for her, which contributes to the strengthening 

of family bonds around her. Lahij women desire their husbands to have a trade or skill and to 

be faithful and kind. Although hard work and faithfulness in men271 as observed and confirmed 

through field research are almost guaranteed within the Lahij boundaries, kindness toward a 

wife272 acording to local women, is rare. 

Apart from work, creativity extends to oral literature as well. Shah Abbas narratives from 

old Iran are still popular and encourage the people to keep overcoming the hardships around 

them with diligence and creativity. Yet, oral creativity pertains not only to the transmission of 

popular narratives, but also to responding creatively to challenges with new explanations, which 

seem also to provide relief when under pressure. Thus, for example, two poems were composed 

in the summer of 2013 as a response to our dialogues about issues that mattered to the women 

involved. One reflected the concern to pass on the heritage of work ethics to her children. The 

other brought cathartic relief in the midst of struggling to persist in a hard relationship by pro- 

viding a humorous distance and laughter. 

Although some ways are changing, the involvement in each other’s lives is still crucial to 

the community‘s function and self-perception. As a close-knit community, Lahijans share daily 

and special events. It is true, that reciprocity might be an identity marker of any traditional, or 

even more so, religious community; as such it is not an exclusive feature. Nevertheless, ‘togeth- 

erness’ unescapably belongs to the substance of Lahij personality. The community, rather than 

the individual, gets prioritized there. Oral tradition tells about virtues, which modern society 

renders obsolete, such as kindness and honoring of elders. In Lahij a trustworthy person equals 

 
 

271 As confirmed by this field research. 
272 According to local women. 
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being a caring community member. 

The function of the close-knit community is lost outside the boundaries. Even in the 

neighborhoods of Baku were some Lahijans have settled273 there is no accountability since 

non-Lahij neighbors surround them. When men working in Russia chose unethical behavior, 

the Lahijans were ashamed of them. Their examples reveal that identity under crisis is tested by 

the expectations of the local morality. Within the protection of Lahij boundaries, faithfulness 

is not only ideal, but normally a lived out reality. The key family values of Lahij are purity, 

faithfulness, honesty, diligence, creativity, respect, kindness and caring. Thus we can resolve 

that the sense of belonging to Lahij is closely related to acceptable ethical virtues like purity 

and faithfulness in marriage. This enhances the stability of a family within the community, 

which is threatened outside of the boundaries. 

Some of the men abroad exchanged brief gratification for the closeness of family bonds. 

The fact that these men were willing to compromise the key Lahij values is judged seriously. 

However, the final right of being buried free of charge in the town cemetery applies to all mem- 

bers of Lahij families, even the ones, who committed the grave sin of suicide. Death levels all 

the differences under the same ground. 

The community gets deeply involved in life cycle events; both joy and grief are shared 

in multiple ways. Burial in Lahij is completely arranged by the community. One of the immeas- 

urable differences between Lahij and Baku is that in Lahij these rites of passage take place in 

the warm individualized spaces of home and courtyards. Correspondingly, they draw on per- 

sonal involvement. The partaking of one another’s lives involves a creative touch through the 

preparations and carrying out of these momentous events. 

Wedding customs as they have been described for Azerbaijan of the past, have been 

sifted through the grid of modernity and fast pace of life. For example, the culmination of the 

groom’s wedding, which in Lahij is the procession walking to fetch the bride with lit up torches 

is being lost elsewhere. In Lahij weddings the bride still walks around the light three times and 

gets a red ribbon tied and untied three times around her waist. Through the field research of 

Mary Boyce done in Iranian Yazd and Kerman regions, and her description of Zoroastrian rites 

of passage transpires a possible Zoroastrian origin of this practice. Currently, although these 

273 Ramana and Bülbül are parts in the outskirts of Baku with number of scattered Lahij families. 
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rituals were given a new content, the outward motions are still repeated. 

The Caucasus minorities, as it would seem, have also been influenced by Zoroastrian 

beliefs and practices274 and some customs found in Lahij overlap with theirs. It is safe to propose, 

that Lahij, as a town enclosed in the mountainous sanctuary, preserved a substantial number of 

them. Due to the lack of field material from other regions and on other minorities,275 it is not 

possible to make comparisons. Many other questions pertaining to minorities in Azerbaijan, and 

also other Caucasus people in Georgia and Armenia, are in need of further exploration before 

the remaining diversity is lost. 

To enhance this research further, it could also be promising to visit Lahijan in Iran, 

where the Lahij people apparently came from. The settlement of Gumbori in Georgia is home 

to a large diaspora from Lahij; therefore, it could prove to be fruitful to explore and compare 

their ways as well. The topic of this dissertation was narrowed down to the Southwest Iranian 

minority residing in Lahij, as a starting point of a focus on minorities, which are presently on 

the verge of assimilation, and thus the other themes and locations remained outside its scope. 

Caucasus Albania was a crossroad of several Eastern monotheistic religions. Their intense 

interaction resulted in fusion. Lahij today represents a particular blend of old and new beliefs 

and practices. Islam is apparent on the surface through the mosques and is in the forefront of 

recent religious consciousness. Whereas the reflex response to the question of religious identity 

is Shia Muslim, some rituals, practices, ideals and symbolism reveal the Zoroastrian roots. 

To some extent, this is the case of Azerbaijan more generally. In Baku the month of 

Məhərrəm, remembering the death of the Shia martyrs, is kept quietly and soberly with no cel- 

ebrations. But the Aşura ritual is undergoing transformation. Instead of the focus on self-pity 

and a waste of blood, Baku hospitals organize a blood drive, reaching the needy. In this way 

the authentication of Islam is taking place, showing that not only as a religion, but as cultural 

expression, it encompasses every aspect of life. The transition of Aşura by donating of blood 

shows flexibility and moderation of Azerbaijani Islam, which is far from fanatical. 

Persistence of the Aşura memorial is a prominent marker of a Shia Islamic identity. Two 

274 And perhaps practice some other traditions from the common regional cultural complex as well. Udi are one 
of the indigenous people of the Caucasus, who under Caucasus Albania became some of the first Christians and 
their language has been deciphered as one of the written languages of the Caucasus Albania. 
275 Particularly the Ethnography of Azerbaijan (Büniyadov, 2007) does not mention ethnic groups with their 
customs. 
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historical descriptions of Aşura in Lahij recounted the involved scenarios of the re-enactment 

of Hüseyn’s suffering with much blood flow, taking place a century and a half ago. The secret 

ritual performed in the woods during the communist prohibition was milder. 

Although the Lahijans are not introspective and do not analyze their religious rituals as 

Zoroastrian, ancient beliefs are still practiced. The most permeating is its dualistic philosophy 

of the struggle of light with darkness, in which the light wins over with the active participation 

of each person. The threefold doctrine of good thought, good word and good deed has been 

passed on from generation to generation. 

While Novruz is owned by the whole Azerbaijan, in Lahij the practices have been 

preserved in a fuller form. The symbolism is that the warmth and light of the sun and the fire 

overcome coldness and darkness. The passing from the winter to spring exemplifies the resur- 

rection; therefore, life wins over death. The sadness, sin and impurity of the past are cleansed 

by different kinds of actions. These are, for example, the thorough cleaning of homes and using 

the cleansing power of the water for health, renewal by wearing new clothes, making up with 

offenders, jumping over the fire, etc. The cleansing gests with the right hand over the face 

before the Islamic prayer, possibly have been derived from the purifications with water before 

Zoroastrian prayers, which also took place five times a day. 

The sacred power of the light of one God symbolized by the sun, fire, torch, candle or 

a lamp persists in the wedding ceremony. Although the need for keeping the hearth fire alive 

at all times has almost disappeared a respectful attitude to fire lingers on. One example of the 

intertwined strands of religions is when the people claiming to be Shia Muslim, recite the salavot 

prayer in Arabic, while gazing into the light. The moon, as one of the lights that overcomes the 

darkness, is greeted when it appears anew in the sky. There is a certain pattern pertaining to 

which of the Zoroastrian practices were preserved. While the purification rituals of Zoroastri- 

anism are still rigorously observed in Yazd and Kerman, as was shown by Mary Boyce, (1977), 

they disappeared from the consciousness of the Lahijans. The painstakingly precise rules on 

purity of water and of not desecrating earth, especially with the blood, have been cast aside in 

the Caucasus. Some old rituals have kept their outward form. The people are going through the 

motions, but replaced the content, for example, tying of the red cord around the brides’ waist. 
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The symbolism of the light winning over the darkness, nevertheless, is deep and vibrant, for 

it gets renewed each Novruz, the celebration of the new light. The right thoughts, words, and 

actions are still the backbone of the Zoroastrian mindset continuing in the life of Lahijans in a 

down-to-earth way. 

Another living tradition of Zoroastrianism is the vaj (word-manthra), which is in this 

work presented as a blessing. The Lahij people habitualy respond to many daily events or activ- 

ities by saying a blessing. The Lahij blessings still include Xudo, God, whereas some of the 

Azeri blessings are more general and sometimes leave out Allah or Tanrı. While the similarities 

point to the same origin, the Lahij formulas seem to have kept the more complete form of the 

blessings, remembering the Creator. 

Blessings in Lahij can be perceived as outward expressions of inner patterns of thought. 

They confirm the awareness of God’s presence. Like other idiomatic expressions the proper use 

of blessings belongs to the advanced stage of language learning. In spite of the many mistakes I 

made, and coped with by laughing at myself, when I started to respond to them with blessings, 

the Lahijans would exclaim excitedly: Ay kile, Tı xəyir- dahon bastenı! (Wow girl, you know 

the blessings!) Blessings, being both meaningful and habitual are a definite mark of an insider. 

The purpose behind and through the giving of blessings affirms a proper relationship with the 

people around. This creates a good community atmosphere. The blessings and narratives reveal 

the direction of turning to one God and acknowledging him as the Master of all. 

This relationship to God, participation in the spiritual battle and the ancient pragmatic 

legacy of good thought, good word and good deed transcend the religious divisions. The beliefs 

and practices of Lahij have been fused together. People, as a rule, do not analyze their practices 

and do not have a need to recognize their origins. They do not seem to perceive any contradiction 

between the life enhancing Novruz resurrection and the reenacting of martyr’s death of Aşura. 

As in their lives, the seasons of joy and grief both have their place, so do Novruz and Aşura. 

The blend of Lahij practices and thought patterns reveals deep Zoroastrian roots with an over- 

riding later layer of influential Shia Islam. Though some Shah Abbas narratives, the Solomon 
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narrative (in Chapter 2.) and some scattered circumstantial evidence276 reflect traces of the past 

Judaism, the Lahij people themselves mostly refute this possible link. It is possible to imagine 

that if inded the Lahijans have Jewish origins, the persecution might have been so dangerous 

that they wanted to save bare lifes and denied any reason, which would endanger their existence, 

thus refuting their former Jewish identity, and finally blocking it out of their memories. 

The most recent presence of Islam seems to be foremost in the minds of the Lahij 

people, and is the one they immediately identify with. Approaching God in time of need and 

recognizing Him for all He gives through prayers, sacrifices and blessings seems to be the key 

way people relate to God. From the emic view this way is more practical for living a moral 

life than the classification to the particular type of Eastern monotheism they have practiced or 

partially practice now. 

A person born in Lahij to Lahij parents is acknowledged to be a native Lahijan with 

the emphasis on the patriarchal bloodline.277 Growing up within the community so far ensured 

a mastery of the relic Southwest Iranian vernacular. While the inhabitants of Lahij refuse the 

label Tat, which in the past also was the designation of their mother tongue, the Lahij language 

is their heart language. As such, it is an integral and irreplaceable core of their identity, which 

they hope to pass to the next generations. Having a literary status and teaching Löyji at school 

as well as Azeri is their seemingly unattainable dream. On the one hand, the Lahij language is 

endangered. On the other hand, against all the odds of the powerful currents of assimilation it 

is still a relict relic within Azerbaijan and as such is worthy of recognition. 

Lahij masters have expressed that they would also like to keep their trades alive through 

re-starting trade training schools. Some have suggested it would be beneficial to also prepare 

wilderness guides for enhancing the homespun hospitality for foreign tourists.The leaders of 

Lahij are interested in getting Lahij accepted under the protection of UNESCO’S intangible 

heritage, so that their living museum could have a future. They appreciate the natural beauty 

and the unique creativity of their home within the country of Azerbaijan and desire to share it 

276 This is, for example, the Mountain Jewish settlement of Mücühəftəran, Qırmızı Qəsəbə near Lahij and the 
confession of the grandmother from another village to her grandchildren about being Jews in danger. Another is 
the existence of the same Southwest Iranian language (formerly called Tat) that is used both in Lahij and Qırmızı 
Qəsəbə. 
277 This was clearly shown through experimenting with the “adoption” of the researcher (me) by a Lahij mother, 
which would not suffice. A story of Lahij father was invented instead. 
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with others who want to learn about their culture and history. The parent generation would like 

to ensure that their children and grandchildren could have opportunity to make living within 

Lahij, which would also preserve their identity. 

Once their children, born outside of Lahij boundaries, for example in Baku, lose the 

mother tongue and switch fully to Azeri, losing their bilingualism, their true “Lahijness” could 

be questioned. Their own desire to be Lahijans is proved by returning at least once a year to 

celebrate Novruz with their family. It is taking part in the most meaningful celebration of the 

new light overcoming the darkness, which keeps their belonging active. 

Within the numerous findings acquired through field work in Lahij, three aspects of 

Lahij individuality stand out most. I have suspected before living in Lahij, that their morality 

and identity were strongly tied together, but was surprised to find rare equality in expectations 

on both genders. The egalitarian mindset and practices of sexual morality is perhaps what sets 

Lahij apart from other communities most of all. Both virginity and faithfulness are expected 

equally from everybody. The ‘togetherness’ of Lahij is perhaps the most tangible marker of 

belonging. It was when the women gathered to give warmth to the family grieving for the father, 

who committed suicide, that the meaning of being part of a caring community was realized and 

fulfilled. Overarching the separate religions, it is the relationship to God through life, narratives, 

daily prayers and blessings, which seem as natural as breathing. 

In the end receive three blessings from Lahij: 

“May God make your soul healthy! 

May God prosper you at all you do! 

May God open the way for you!” 
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