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Abstract

This article is a research about the Iranian language called
“Zoroastrian Dari” which has two varieties of Kermani and Yazdi.
The Kermani variety of the language should be considered an extinct
variety, but the Yazdi variety is still alive in the city of Yazd and some
villages of Yazd Province. The main aim of the article is to examine
this language variety within the framework of criteria related to
language endangerment. The article's data come from the Dari
variety spoken in Mobarake village in Taft County of Yazd province.
Methodologically this research is an inductive one based on
interview, description, and analysis. To gather the data, the writer
interviewed one of the native speakers of Mobarake variety of the
Yazdi variety of Zoroastrian Dari and referred to the written
resources available to him. The findings indicate that in different
lexical fields of the variety in question, we can see variations that can
be evidence of linguistic changes that push the variety towards
leveling with standard Persian. The small number of speakers,
migration, and the inevitability of contact with the Persian-speaking
linguistic community have made the Zoroastrian Dari vulnerable. As
a result, Zoroastrian Dari has to be considered an endangered
language.
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Introduction

This article is a research about the Iranian language called “Zoroastrian Dari”, which has two
varieties of Kermani and Yazdi. The Kermani variety of the language should be considered an
extinct variety, but the Yazdi variety is still alive in the city of Yazd and some villages of Yazd
Province. The main aim of the article is to examine this language variety within the framework
of criteria related to language endangerment. The article's data come from the Dari variety
spoken in Mobarakeh village in Taft County of Yazd province. Speakers themselves refer to
“Zoroastrian Dari” simply as “Dari”, because, as the speaker in this study puts it, “among
themselves, since they are Zoroastrian, there is no need to use the adjective “Zoroastrian” for
“Dari”. In fact, “Zoroastrian Dari” is a term used outside the language community to refer to
this language variety. Other names that have been used for this language variety are “Gavri”,
“Gabri”, “Gavruni”, and “Behdini”. Nevertheless, since the term “Zoroastrian Dari” seems to
be more widespread, it is also used in this article. Zoroasterian Dari has a small scattered
language community. Therefore, it can be considered an endangered language. In this article,
through examining the data and conditions of this “language community”, we try to answer the
following question: “within UNESCO’s framework for assessing language endangerment, at
what level of endangerment is Zoroastrian Dari currently?

Material & and Method

The data of the research come from the Zoroastrian Dari variety of the village of Mobarakeh in
Taft County, Yazd Province, Iran. The speaker of the study is Ms. Afsaneh Khodadadi
Mobarakeh, born in 1966, holding a bachelor’s degree. She is a Zoroastrian Iranian, and her
place of origin is the village of Mobarakeh. The data were collected in an approximately one-
hour interview with her, recorded in video and audio, and then examined, analyzed, and
discussed. Therefore, methodologically, this research is inductive, based on interviews,
description, and analysis.

Result & Discussion
Based on UNESCO’s framework for the assessment of language endangerment, we know that
languages may follow a path that transforms them from a “safe” language to an “extinct”
language. Factors such as migration, changes in the economic conditions of the geographical
situation where the language is used, shifts in the lifestyle of speakers, and in the the social and
cultural context of the language community, negative attitudes toward the language, and
proximity to a more prestigious or widely spoken language are among the main factors that
change a language into an endangered one. Typically, an endangered language does not
disappear suddenly. This process occurs gradually and sometimes even invisibly and
imperceptibly.

The influence of Persian on “the language of the Zoroastrians of Yazd”, the innovations of
young people in this language — that is, the use of new words and expressions in this language
— and some of its structures becoming archaic have been mentioned in some previous studies.

Journal of Linguistics & Iranian Languages (10(2), Summer 2025)



An Assessment of the Level and Factors of Endangerment Reza Amini

According to the speaker interviewed in this study, now, in many families, children are no
longer spoken to in Zoroastrian Dari, and Persian has become the language of communication
with children. This means that in part of the Zoroastrian Dari language community, this
language is not being transferred to the next generation, and this part of the Zoroastrian Dari
language community is undergoing a process of “language shift”. The speaker’s tendency to
“have no accent”, contact with the much larger surrounding language community, and the need
to communicate with it are also among the driving factors behind the language shift process in
the community.

In the author's interview with the research informant, he repeatedly stated that, in her
opinion, their language used to be different in the past and, under the influence of Persian, it
has taken the present form. This is also evident in the research data. She also noted the
differences in the language of younger people and said that they either do not know the language
or are not inclined to speak it. Therefore, all in all, it can be said that Zoroastrian Dari is losing
its speakers, is undergoing “language change”, is losing its characteristic features, and is
leveling with Standard Persian.

We examined a set of data to show that in some lexical domains of Zoroastrian Dari, there
are features indicating that the language variety is being influenced by standard Persian. Some
of the older lexical or structural features of Zoroastrian Dari are also, according to the research
informant, no longer used by speakers. In examining the data, we also observed variations in
word usage, some of which may be due to the preservation of older linguistic features in certain
varieties of the language, and some as a result of linguistic changes occurring in other varieties.

Conclusion

At least part of the changes occurred/ are occurring in Zoroastrian Dari stems from the contact
between the Zoroastrian Dari language community and local Persian-speaking communities,
and part results from the influence of standard Persian on this language variety. For example,
in some kinship terms in Zoroastrian Dari, we see variation, and several Arabic kinship terms
that have entered Persian and other Iranian languages have also entered Zoroastrian Dari. This
is because it is expected that language varieties linked to the religious identity of their speakers
would be more resilient against borrowing from other languages, especially in areas such as
kinship relations. In a part of the language community, Zoroastrian Dari is not used in the family
in conversations with children; therefore, at least in this part of the community, the
“intergenerational transmission” of this language variety does not occur, and “language shift”
has occurred or is occurring. Accordingly, it can be said that the current condition of Zoroastrian
Dari in Yazd province corresponds to the “vulnerable” and “definitely endangered” levels of
UNESCO’s framework for assessment of language endangerment.
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2 UNESCO = United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
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> definitely endangered

¢ severely endangered
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