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Farsi

The Farsi Language

Farsi, or Persian, has a rich history. One of the
world’s oldest languages, it has been traced as far
back as the 6th century B.C. Today it is the most
widely spoken of the Iranian branch of the Indo-
Iranian languages, a subfamily of the Indo-
European group of languages. The contemporary
form is called New Persian, or Modern Persian, to
distinguish it from Old Persian (the language of the
Great Persian Empire, spoken during the 6th - 4th or
3rd centuries B.C.) and from Middle Persian (3rd or
2nd century B.C. - 7th century A.D.). Since the
10th or 11th century it has changed very little.

The name “Farsi” comes from “Pars” or “Fars,”
the name of the area that the Persians first settled.
Today, both terms -- “Farsi” and “Persian”-- are
used interchangeably.

Persian is the official language of Iran (formerly
Persia), where it is spoken by over fifty million
people. It is the first language of more than half of
Iran’s population and is spoken as a second
language by most of the rest. (The remainder,
members of various ethnic groups, speak Turkic,
Kurdish, Luri, or Arabic.) Significant populations
of Farsi speakers can also be found in other Persian
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The Farsi Language (continued)

Gulf countries (Bahrain, Irag, Oman, People's
Democratic Republic of Yemen, and the United
Arab Emirates), as well as in communities in the
U.S.A. and in Europe. It is spoken in an archaic
form in Tajikistan. In addition, there are over seven
million Dari Persian speakers in Afghanistan (25
percent of the population) and about two million
Dari Persian speakers in Pakistan.

Dari Persian is a variant of Farsi. It is consid-
ered more archaic, or “purer,” than modern Persian.
This form has survived in Afghanistan because of
the forbidding mountain ranges and other
geographical features that have contributed to the
isolation of that country. Other variants or dialects
of Farsi include Gilaki and Mazandarani (in
northern Iran) and Baluchi (in the southeast).

Modern Farsi, as it is spoken in the major cities
in Iran, has been influenced by other languages,
primarily Arabic, but also French. The words for
“thank you” provide an example of this: You can
say merci, which comes from French; this will be
understood in Tehran and other major cities in Iran.
Or you can say motoshakkeram, which has an

Farsi

The Farsi Language (continued)

Arabic root with the Persian personal ending -am;
this word will be understood throughout most of the
Farsi-speaking world. In addition, there is a purely
Persian word, sepaasgozaaram, which has a
stronger meaning, something like “I am grateful,”
and is used much less frequently.

As one of the Indo-European languages, Farsi is
distantly related to Latin, Greek, the Slavic and
Teutonic languages, and English. While there are
not many cognates, a number of Persian words have
entered the English language. Some examples are:
shawl, pajama, taffeta, khaki, kiosk, divan, lilac,
jasmine, julep, caravan, bazaar, checkmate,
dervish, sash, turquoise, tiara, orange, lemon,
melon, peach, spinach, and asparagus. Note that
many of these words pertain to trade, or items of
trade, with some dating back to the era of Darius the
Great and the trade routes that extended throughout
the Persian empire.
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Geography / Climate

Farsi

Iran is slightly larger than Alaska. Most of the
country is a plateau, about four thousand feet above
sea level, enclosed by two major mountain chains,
the Zagros and the Alborz. Mount Damavand, in
the Alborz, is the fifth highest summit in the world.
Iran also has two large deserts, but no major rivers.
It does, however, border on two bodies of water:
the Caspian Sea to the north, and the Persian Gulf to
the south. It also lies between Iraq and Turkey (to
the west) and Afghanistan and Pakistan (to the
east); in addition, it shares borders with a number of
countries from the former Soviet Union. The
capital of Iran is Tehran; as of the July 2000 census,
the population of Iran was approximately 65.5
million.

Iran’s climate is variable. In the west and
northwest, winter can be cold, with significant
snow. Spring and fall are pleasant and mild, while
summer is generally very hot and dry throughout
most of the country.

History

The name “Persia” comes from “Persis,” the
Greek name for the region. The earliest known
settlers were the Elamites, around 3000 B.C. About
two thousand years later, the tribes of Medes and
Persians arrived, migrating from an area just north
of the Caspian Sea. The Medes created the first
state in about 700 B.C., which the Persians, lead by
Cyrus the Great, overthrew in 550 B.C.

Through a series of conquests, Cyrus expanded
the Persian Empire to include an area that extended
from North Africa and southeastern Europe in the
west to India in the east, and from the Gulf of Oman
in the south to the Caucasus Mountains in the north.
Cyrus was followed by Darius the Great, who built
roads (including the royal road, which extended for
fifteen hundred miles), ports, banking houses, irri-
gation systems, a canal linking the Nile to the Red
Sea (the precursor of the Suez Canal), and the
palace at Persepolis. The Persians proved to be
benevolent rulers and able administrators; they
were the dominant world power for two centuries,
until 334 B.C. and the invasion of Alexander the
Great.
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History (continued)
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Then, from 247-224 A.D., the Parthians (a tribal
kingdom from northeastern Iran) took power.
Despite numerous battles with the Romans, the
Parthians ruled Iran until the seventh century, when
the Arabs conquered the area and introduced Islam.
However, from the early 800s until the early 1200s
Arab control diminished and Persian culture
increasingly flourished, culminating in the Golden
Age of Persian literature. This period was brought
to a sudden end in 1220, when Genghis Khan
attacked, razing almost every major city and
slaughtering millions.

After centuries of foreign or fragmented rule,
the Persians regained power in 1501, when the
Safavid Dynasty established the first national
government, headed by a shah (or shahanshah,
meaning “king of kings”). Next came the Qajar
Dynasty, then the Pahlavi Dynasty. It was during
the reign of the Pahlavis that, in 1935, the name
“Persia” was changed to “Iran,” or “land of the
Aryans.”

History (continued)

After the overthrow of Shah Mohammed Reza
Pahlavi in 1979, Iran became an Islamic Republic;
it then fought an eight-year war with Iraq (1980-
1988). In 1981, as part of the Islamic Revolution,
the U.S. embassy in Tehran was seized and its
personnel held hostage for 444 days, causing the
United States to sever diplomatic relations. As of
early 2002 they have not been resumed, although
travel to Iran is allowed.

Despite political disagreements, Iranians remain
hospitable to foreigners, including Westerners.
Before the Islamic Revolution, many Iranians were
educated in the West, and — despite religious
opposition — many also support a more open
society and greater integration with the world
community.



[image: image7.jpg]10

Farsi
Notable Persian Poets

From the eleventh century through the thirteenth
or fourteenth centuries, Persian was the language of
culture and literature throughout the non-Arab
Islamic world. Its most esteemed poets are
Ferdowsi, Omar Khayyam, Rumi, Saadi, and Hafiz.

e Ferdowsi (940-1020 A.D.) is Iran’s
national poet. He is best known for his epic, the
Shahnahmeh, or The Book of the Kings, a classic
that tells heroic tales of ancient Persia. It consists of
some fifty thousand couplets and took thirty years
to complete. An ardent defender of the Persian
national identity, Ferdowsi attempted to exclude
Arabic expressions and usages from his writings.

*  More well known in the West is Omar
Khayyam, some of whose poetry was adapted by
Edward FitzGerald and published as the Rubiyat.
Born in the eleventh century, Khayyam was also an
outstanding mathematician, scientist, astronomer,
and philosopher. He used mathematical calcula-
tions to reform the Persian calendar, one of the most
accurate in the world and still used today.

*  Rumi lived during the thirteenth century
and is the greatest mystical poet of the Persian
language. Today he is one of the most widely-read
poets in America.

11
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Notable Persian Poets (continued)

e Along with Rumi, Saadi, another thir-
teenth-century poet, is at the heart of the Golden
Age of Persian literature. Saadi was a great pane-
gyrist and lyricist and remains the master of love
poetry. Two major works are The Bustan and The
Gulistan.

e The Golden Age culminated in the four-
teenth century with Hafiz, the greatest lyric poet of
the Persian language. His most famous works are in
a collection entitled Divan-e-Hafiz.

Poetry is extremely important to most Iranians
and is, indeed, a central part of life. Many can recite
extensively from the works of Hafiz in particular.
Love of poetry and love of country are two signifi-
cant national characteristics that are deeply
intertwined.
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Persian Grammar

Persian grammar is not difficult for English
speakers: most verbs are regular, as are most noun
plurals, and nouns have neither gender nor case.
Word order, however, is different from English, and
different word orders can have different shades of
meaning. So, too, can individual words, depending
on context. In many ways, Farsi is a very subtle
language.

The Persian language offers several registers for
speaking to someone, depending on your social
relationship or your level of intimacy. For example,
in this course you’ve learned Bebakhsheen.
Engeleesee meefahmeen? (“Excuse me. Do you
understand English?’) When in Iran, you may also
hear: Bebakhsheed or meefahmeed. This -eed
ending is more formal, but -een is still acceptable
and polite. In addition, when Iranians speak to each
other, instead of shomaa you may hear to. This is a
more intimate form of “you” that is used among
family and close friends.

As you’ve learned, in Farsi you don’t always
have to say “I” or “you” in a sentence. Unlike
English, the Farsi verb form changes so that the

13
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Persian Grammar (continued)

ending tells you who is meant. One example is harf
meezanam (“1 speak™) and harf meezaneen (“you
speak”). Even when man and shomaa are omitted,
the meaning is still clear. However, in some set
phrases these pronouns are not omitted. One of
them is Haale shomaa chetoore? (“How are you?”)
On the other hand, short replies like Nemeedoonam
(“I don’t know”) and Khoobam, merci (“I'm fine,
thanks”) tend to omit “I.”

In addition, saying “I” or “you” too often in a
sentence can sound redundant: if you say it at all, it
is usually just once. In general, however, as a
second-language speaker you will not be expected
to know all the subtleties of pronoun usage; whether
you drop the pronouns or use them, you will still be
understood.
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Gestures

As you heard in Unit Two, the reply “no” is
sometimes accompanied by a quick upward nod of
the head. Conversely, tilting it downward can mean
“yes.” In beckoning someone, Iranians use a
gesture similar to that used by Americans —
extended hand, with the fingers gesturing inward —
but the hand is held with the palm facing down, not

up.
Here are some gestures that should be avoided:

*  When you hand something to someone, use
both hands, rather than just the left or the right.

* If you are sitting on the floor (which may
occur in some traditional homes), the soles of the
feet should never point at another person.

* Extending the thumb is considered extremely
vulgar.

¢ Even if married, men and women do not
display affection in public.

15
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Social Issues

As an American traveling to Iran, you should be
extremely careful in your contacts with the opposite
sex. For example, in this strict Muslim country, it is
highly inappropriate for a man to approach a
woman in public in order to begin a conversation
with her. Likewise, unless in a mixed group, it is
safer for a man and a woman to avoid going
together to a restaurant or other public place —
although in major cities, this is becoming more
acceptable. In any event, it is perfectly appropriate
for a woman to dine with a man and his wife, or his
family. In addition, men and women naturally
interact in the course of their workday in an office,
and they may meet socially at someone’s home.
Asking a passerby, whether male or female, for
directions or information is also permissible.

Iran has compulsory education for all children,
beginning at age seven. Boys and girls are taught in
separate classes, although not necessarily in
separate schools. Because of overcrowding and a
teacher shortage, elementary schools often have
two shifts, one in the morning, the other in the
afternoon.  Approximately 74 percent of all
students go on to high school. The current adult
literacy rate is 73 percent.
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Social Issues (continued)

In public, Iranians dress relatively formally and
conservatively. Unless they work for the gov-
ernment, women in Tehran no longer need to wear a
manteau (long coat), but they must wear loose-
fitting outer clothing and cover their hair.
Conspicuous make-up should be avoided. In
private gatherings, however, many Iranian women
dress in the highest European fashion. Most men
wear western-style clothing.

Despite some segregation of the sexes, Iranian
women are by no means confined to the home. You
will find them working in a variety of professions,
in businesses at all levels, and holding public office.
They are a vital part of the Iranian economy.

L

e

—

—
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At Someone’s Home

As mentioned previously, Iranians are a very
hospitable people, and you may well be invited to
someone’s home. If you are, it is considered polite
first to demur (saying something like, “I hate to put
you to any trouble”), without outright declining.
Then, after accepting, you should thank the person
several times.

When you arrive, you should bring a “hostess
gift” of flowers or candy. In a traditional house-
hold, you may be expected to remove your shoes
upon entering, although this practice is rapidly
declining. Soon after your arrival, you will
probably be asked what you would like — tea, soda,
fruit, and so on. It’s impolite to refuse refreshments
without a good reason, such as a medical problem
or dietary restrictions. The most polite answer is
something like, “Tea, please,” or “Tea’s fine.” It is
preferable to avoid saying, “I want,” or “I'd like,”
as this reply could be considered somewhat
forward, or overly focused on oneself. In a tradi-
tional household, you may be served a cup of tea
without any inquiry at all; again, good manners
require that you accept it.
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At Someone’s Home (continued)

As a guest, you should compliment your host or
hostess generously. Accept compliments gra-cious-
ly in return by saying “thank you,” as you would in
the U.S. However, you should avoid over-compli-
menting an object, as the traditional host or hostess
may then feel obligated to offer it to you.

In any gathering, elderly persons should be
treated with respect. When an older or more promi-
nent person enters or leaves the room, the others (if
seated) should rise.

19
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Social Customs

As in the U.S., if someone asks you how you are,
the standard answer is that you’re fine. Save any
information about not being well for family or
western friends. You should mention poor health
only if it is the cause of your missing a meeting or
postponing a social engagement.

In Iran, proper etiquette is essential — so much
so that it has a name, tarof, meaning “ceremonial
politeness.” It consists of somewhat exaggerated
good manners that keep interactions moving along
smoothly. It can be important to try to distinguish
tarof from sincerity. For example, if you extrava-
gantly admire one of someone’s possessions, he or
she may offer it to you, even pressing you to accept.
It is best to view these attempts with a grain of salt;
when you hear “Take it — it’s yours,” the speaker
may be sincere, or he or she may be “tarof-ing.”

As a greeting and a sign of affection, Iranians of
the same sex may kiss each other on the cheek when
they meet. Nevertheless, the customary greeting is
a handshake; adding a slight bow or nod shows
even more respect. Outside the office, a man should
not shake hands with a woman, however, unless she
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Social Customs (continued)

offers it first. Shaking hands with an older child, or
young adult, shows respect for the parent. Besides
shaking hands, you should greet the other person
and, where appropriate, ask about his or her health
and family. One appropriate greeting that you have
learned is salaam; this is from Arabic and literally
means “peace.” To greet someone respectfully, you
should add the person’s formal title and last name:
Miss / Mrs. X (Khaanome X), Mr. X (Aaghaaye X).
When parting, you should say “Good-bye”
(Khodaa haafez).

When talking with or about a female friend with
whom you are on a first-name basis, the title
khaanom is optional; for example, you may address
a woman whose name is “Fariba” as either “Fariba”
or as Fariba Khaanom. The latter term is most
appropriate with a woman whom you see on a daily
basis, but whom you don’t know well, such as an
office secretary.

During the month of Ramadan, devout Muslims
do not eat, drink, or smoke between dawn and dusk.
In fact, Muslims and non-Muslims alike are

21
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Social Customs (continued)

prohibited from indulging in any of these activities
in public during this time. Company cafeterias are
closed.

Punctuality is valued less than in the West;
people and personal relationships are considered
more important than schedules.

Many Iranians enjoy sports, including hiking,
jogging, walking, and skiing. Fitness clubs -- with
separate facilities for men and women -- have
recently become popular. Wrestling and soccer are
favorite spectator sports, with professional matches
very well-attended.

In urban areas, movies are popular.
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Food and Beverages

Iranians, both men and women, enjoy eating out.
Major cities have a variety of restaurants offering
many types of cuisine, from pizza to sushi. Some
American products such as Coca-Cola are also
available; since American countries cannot
presently trade with Iran, however, such U.S.
imports have to go through a third country, thereby
adding to the cost.

Traditional tea houses still exist, although they
are mainly frequented by blue-collar workers and
rarely — if ever — by women. However, new,
modern tea houses are springing up; although not in
the traditional style, they are quite beautiful, and
anyone can visit one of these.

The staple foods are rice and bread. Other tradi-
tional foods are meat and vegetable stews, yogurt,
and chelo kebab (kabobs served on top of steamed
rice). Herbs such as dill, basil, mint, and parsley are
used extensively. A traditional and refreshing
beverage is dugh, which is yogurt mixed with plain
or sparkling water. Muslims don’t eat pork or drink
alcohol; in fact, in present-day Iran, both are
forbidden. (Alcohol can be purchased on the black

23
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Food and Beverages (continued)

market, however, and Christians and Jews are
allowed to consume it — but only very discreetly,
and in their homes. Dessert is most often fruit and
pastries. Lunch and dinner often conclude with tea.

Until the nineteenth century, coffee was more
popular than tea; today the reverse is true. In many
offices, teaboys circulate at regular intervals,
offering tea to those who want it. Many Iranians add
a lump or two of sugar to their tea. In more tradi-
tional circles, you may see some people hold the
sugar cube between their teeth as they drink the tea.
Coffee is often Turkish coffee and is somewhat
expensive; however, Nescafé is common as well.

The mid-day meal is usually the main meal of

the day. The evening meal is served around 8:00
PM. or later.
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Work/ Holidays

The work week is generally Saturday through
Thursday, with Friday being the Muslim day of
worship. Office hours vary. Most banks are open
from 7:30 to 4:00; government office hours are
from 8:00 to 4:00, and some may be closed on
Thursdays as well as Fridays. Businesses differ;
most are closed on Fridays, although some operate
in the afternoon.

Iran has a number of religious and secular
national holidays. The main secular festival, the
Iranian New Year (Nowruz), originated some
fifteen thousand years ago and coincides with the
spring equinox. For the holiday, most businesses
close for several days, but students have thirteen
days of vacation. Preparation begins a month in
advance, when homes are thoroughly cleaned and
seeds of wheat, barley, lentils, and various
vegetables are soaked so that they sprout. A table,
the haftsin table, is laid, containing seven items that
begin with the Persian letter sin. (Haftsin = seven
sin.) The items vary somewhat but may include:
sprouts (representing rebirth), coins (prosperity and
wealth), wheat pudding (patience, as it is difficult to
prepare), an apple (beauty), edible sumac (good

25
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Work/ Holidays (continued)

over evil, as it is the color of sunshine), vinegar
(medicine, or age and patience), garlic (health), and
senjed (the sweet fruit of the lotus tree, representing
love). The table may also hold a basket of painted
eggs (representing fertility), a goldfish in a bowl
(life), and a mirror (the images and reflection of
creation), perhaps with candlesticks on either side
and/or an incense burner nearby. On March 20 or
21 (whichever is the official first day of spring),
family members sit around the table, and the head
of the family recites the Nowruz prayers. At the
exact moment of the equinox -- which is announced
on radio and television -- family members kiss each
other and exchange wishes for a Happy New Year.
Children receive gifts. The following days are
filled with visits to and from friends, relatives, and
neighbors.

On the thirteenth day of the new year, there is a
mass exodus to the countryside. Called sizdeh-be-
dar (“getting rid of thirteen”), it is a day to escape
the number thirteen -- believed unlucky -- by going
to woods, mountains, or parks. Elaborate picnics
take place everywhere, even on median strips on the
highway, complete with Persian carpets and
samovars.
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Work/ Holidays (continued)

The celebration of New Year on the date of the
vernal equinox is one difference from the western
calendar. Another is the date of the year. To
calculate the year according to the Persian calendar,
you subtract 621 from the western calendar year.
This number is based on the date 621 A.D., when
Mohammed journeyed from Mecca to Medina.
Since this event marked the birth of Islamic civi-
lization, it is from this date that the Islamic calendar
begins.

27
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Shopping / Stores / Transportation

Even in major cities, store hours can vary.
Bargaining is no longer the norm, except in a
bazaar. There, agreeing on the price of a major
purchase can take hours. Being kept waiting for
service in a bazaar is not an insult, but rather an
expected part of doing business; in fact, waiting
clients are often served tea. The most popular
souvenirs from Iran include Persian carpets, hand-
printed textiles, items of copper, and turquoise
jewelry.

The currency is the rial; as of early 2002 there
were about eight thousand rials to the dollar. Units
of ten rials are called tomans.

Tehran is clogged with traffic — motorcycles,
private cars, and taxis. There are four types of
taxis: one that you call on the phone; one that circu-
lates along fixed routes and picks up passengers,
much like a bus; one, always orange-colored, that
you can flag down to go where you want, but share
with other passengers who may be headed in the
same general direction; and finally, so-called
“private taxis,” which are unregulated by the
government and are owned by people moonlighting



[image: image16.jpg]28

Farsi

Shopping/Stores/Transportation (continued)

to supplement their primary income. A train service
also serves the greater Tehran area. On the whole,
the country has a well-developed transportation
system with highways, railroads, ports, and several
airports.

The postal service dates back to the time of
Darius the Great (522-486 B.C.), when the Persians
developed the first pony express service with an
extensive network of relays. In fact, the U.S. Postal
Service has adapted the ancient Persian motto: it is
“stopped by neither snow, rain, heat, or gloom of
night.”

29
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The Farsi Script

While Farsi and Arabic are completely different
languages, they do use the same script, with only
minor differences. This is a result of the Arab
conquest in the seventh century, when the Arabs
tried to force their language upon the Persians, but
succeeded with only the alphabet.

The Persian alphabet contains thirty-two letters,
most of which have four forms, depending on
where the letter appears in the word (stand-alone,
initial, medial, and final position). Short vowels are
not usually written; the reader who knows the word
can almost always recognize it in context from the
consonants alone. If there is a chance of confusion,
then the short vowels can be indicated by a
diacritical mark above or below the letter they
follow.

Farsi is written from right to left, except for
numbers, which are written from left to right.

The Persian alphabet is shown on the following
pages:
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The Farsi Script (continued)

The Farsi Script (continued)

Symbol in
Transliteration

P><o 83— 7B B onNneno

-

Name in
Transliteration

saad
zaad
taa
zaa
ain
ghain
fe
ghaaf
kaaf
gaaf
laam
meem
noon
vaav
he-docheshmee

ye

Letter

C (o & 5“\(\

o~ GG og,

-

el
Symbol in Name in
Transliteration Transliteration

a alef
b be
p pe

t te

S se

J jim
ch che
h he-jemee
kh khe
d daal
z zaal

r re

Z ze
zh zhe

S sin
sh sheen

Letter

8

u-u("-ﬁmf’"(,

G & oo
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The Farsi Script (continued)

Here are the numbers from 1-10.

» . & W N, R

SV W~

A

Finally, below are several phrases you know, writ-
ten in Persian:

Salaam.
Haale shomaa chetoore? So,pkn Lt s
Khodaa haafez. sl s




