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Introduction

Language, as the primary vehicle for transmitting cultural values and customs, plays
an extraordinarily significant role in the development of culture in its broadest sense.
Among all cultural elements, language constitutes the most essential expression of
ethnic characteristics and is undoubtedly the principal component of collective
identity. It represents the most fundamental cultural factor in the formation and
continuity of collective identity. In the history of Iran, language has played a
foundational role in linking diverse peoples and sustaining Iranianness (Iraniyat).
Focusing on ancient Iran, this study examines the position of Iranian languages and
scripts—from Old Persian to Pahlavi—in reinforcing Iranian identity. It demonstrates
how lIranian states, particularly during the Achaemenid, Parthian, and Sasanian
periods, employed language and script as instruments of cultural policy, social
integration, and the reproduction of national identity.

The central question of this research is to what extent the Iranian monarchs’
deliberate attention to Iranian language and script contributed to consolidating the
“Idea of Iran” and preserving cultural continuity in the face of foreign domination
and influence.

Literature Review

Aside from several studies on the history of the Persian language and Iranian identity
that address Iranian historical self-consciousness, awareness of the name of the land,
its geographical boundaries, and nationalist movements (see Ashraf et al., 2022;
Ahmadi, 2007), and despite scattered articles concerning the Persian language in the
Islamic period and its role in Iranian nationalism (Saket, 2007: 190-240), no
independent and comprehensive study has yet examined the role of Persian language
in Iranian identity during antiquity or the deliberate policies of Iranian monarchs
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regarding lranian script in the ancient period.

Methodology

The research adopts a descriptive—analytical method based on library research. Data
were extracted from Achaemenid inscriptions, Pahlavi texts, Greek, Roman, Syriac,
and Islamic historical sources, as well as modern Iranological scholarship. Through
a comparative approach, the linguistic policies of the Achaemenid, Parthian, and
Sasanian periods are examined and analyzed, and the relationship between language,
religion, political authority, and collective identity is elucidated.

Findings

The findings indicate that Iranian languages were present across the Iranian plateau
even prior to the formation of the Median and Achaemenid states. However, during
the Achaemenid period, with the official use of Old Persian in royal inscriptions,
language became an instrument for expressing political authority and imperial
identity. Although Elamite and Aramaic were employed in the administrative
structure of the Achaemenid Empire, the conscious use of Old Persian in
monumental inscriptions reflects an emphasis on Iranian identity at the apex of
power.

During the Parthian period, the Parthian language was strengthened alongside
indigenous traditions, preparing the ground for the revival of national elements. Yet
the apex of identity-oriented linguistic policy is observable in the Sasanian era. The
Sasanians emphasized Pahlavi as an official and cultural language, gradually
eliminated Greek from inscriptions and coinage, and undertook the collection and
redaction of religious and historical texts in order to establish a conscious connection
with the Achaemenid heritage.

The translation of scientific, philosophical, and medical works from Greek, Syriac,
and Indian languages into Pahlavi generated a cultural movement that transformed
the Iranian language into a medium of scholarship and instruction. Reports
concerning centers such as Gundeshapar indicate that Pahlavi was the dominant
language in the production and transmission of knowledge. Even Jewish and
Christian religious texts within the Sasanian realm were translated into Pahlavi,
reflecting a policy of cultural integration centered upon the Iranian language.

The emphasis placed by rulers such as Shapur Il and Khusrow I on the Persian
language, alongside their efforts to collect and codify the Avesta and national texts,
demonstrates their profound understanding of language as a means of preserving
political and religious cohesion.

Islamic geographers and historians report that although Eranshahr encompassed a
diversity of dialects, these existed within a framework of closely related Iranian
languages, allowing for mutual intelligibility among different peoples. This
linguistic cohesion constituted one of the most prominent features of Iranian identity.
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Even after the fall of the Sasanian Empire, Persian endured as the bearer of Iranian
culture. The migration of Iranians to Central Asia, China, and even Japan,
accompanied by the preservation of Pahlavi script and language, indicates that
Iranian language had become the principal marker of their identity. The continuation
of this tradition laid the foundation for the emergence of New Persian and the
perpetuation of the Idea of Iran in the Islamic period.

Discussion

Historical analysis demonstrates that Iranian language and script were not merely
instruments of communication but functioned as ideological and identity-forming
forces. Iranian states—particularly the Sasanians—recognized this potential and
consciously employed language in the reconstruction of national identity. The
gradual removal of foreign elements from official writing, the translation of foreign
works into Pahlavi, and the emphasis on national narratives in the Khwaday-Namag
tradition all served to strengthen the“ldea of Iran”.

Unlike many territories conquered by Muslim armies that lost their native languages,
Iran, owing to its deep cultural and linguistic foundations, preserved its language and
even elevated it to the status of a major cultural and literary language of the Islamic
world. This demonstrates that the linguistic policies of the ancient period laid the
structural foundations for the continuity of Iranian identity.

In sum, the Persian language—through its historical continuity from Old Persian to
Pahlavi and subsequently to New Persian—has constituted one of the most
fundamental pillars of Iranian identity. Iranian script, as the vehicle of this language,
played both a symbolic and functional role in preserving cultural continuity. Thus,
Iranian language and script were not merely reflections of Iranian identity but active
agents in its production and reproduction throughout history.
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