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I. Introduction 

     The Middle Eastern region had a central role in human evolution. It has been a passageway for Homo 

sapiens between Africa and the rest of Asia and, in particular, the first region of the Asian continent occupied by 

modern humans [8]. This area was also one of the regions where agriculture began during the Neolithic period, in 

particular in the Fertile Crescent, from which it spread westwards and eastwards. Different pre-historic sites across 

the Iranian plateau point to the existence of ancient cultures and urban settlements in the sixth millennium BP, 

perhaps even some centuries earlier than the earliest civilizations in nearby Mesopotamia [2]. 

 

      Proto-Iranian language first emerged following the separation of the Indo-Iranian branch from the Indo-

European language family [4]. Proto-Iranians tribes from Central Asian steppes arrived in the Iranian plateau in the 

fifth and fourth millennium BP, settled as nomads and further separated in different groups. By the third millennium 

BP, Cimmerians, Sarmatians and Alans populated the steppes North of the Black Sea, while Medes, Persians, 

Bactrians and Parthians occupied the western part of the Iranian plateau. Other tribes began to settle on the eastern 

edge, as far East as on the mountainous frontier of north-western Indian subcontinent and into the area which is now 

Baluchistan. The nowadays Iranian territory had been occupied by Medes (Maad) in the central and north-western 

regions, Persians (Paars) in the south-western region and by Parthians (Parthav) in the north-eastern and eastern 

regions of the country. In the 6th century BC Cyrus the Great founded the Achaemenid Empire (the first Persian 

Empire) which started in South Iran and spread from Libya to Anatolia and Macedonia, encompassing an 

extraordinary ethno-cultural diversity [1]. This widespread empire collapsed after two centuries (towards the end of 

the 4th century BC) on account of Alexander the Great. In the 2nd century BC, north-eastern Persia was invaded by 

the Parthians who founded an empire extending from the Euphrates to Afghanistan. Because of its location on the 

Silk Road, connecting the Roman Empire and the Han Dynasty in China, it quickly became a centre of trade and 

commerce. The Parthians were succeeded by the Sassanid Empire, one of the most important and influential 

historical periods of Persia. Afterwards Iran was invaded by several populations such as the Arabs, Mongols and 

Ottoman Turks. The Muslim conquest of Persia in 637 AC led to the introduction of Islam, with the consequent 

decline of the Zoroastrian religion , which still survives in some communities in different part of Iran, especially in 
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Tehran and Yazd . This continuous invasion of populations with different origin and culture created an interesting 

mix of different ethnic groups speaking a variety of Indo-Iranian, Semitic and Turkic languages and encompassing 

Arabs, Armenians, Assyrians, Azeris, Baluchs, Bandaris, Gilaks, Kurds, Lurs, Mazandarani, Persians, Qeshm 

people, Turkmens, Zoroastrians and a group of so-called Afro-Iranians, which might be the result of the slave trade 

with Zanzibar. The Iranian people are an Indo-European ethnic-linguistic group, consisting of the speakers of 

Iranian languages, a major branch of the Indo-European language family, as such forming a branch of Indo-

European-speaking people. Their historical areas of settlement were on the Iranian plateau mainly in Iran, certain 

areas of Central Asia such as Tajikestan, most of Afghanistan, parts of Iraq, Turkey, Pakistan and scattered parts of 

the Caucasus Mountains. Their current distribution is spread across the Iranian plateau, stretching from the Indus in 

the east to central Anatolia in the west, and from Central Asia and the Caucasus to the Persian Gulf - a region that is 

sometimes termed the Iranian cultural continent, or Greater Persia by scholars, representing the extent of the Iranian 

languages and influence of the Persian People, through the geopolitical reach of the Persian empire[17]-[18]. 

 

II. Iranian Ethnic groups: 

     While a categorization of a Persian ethnic group persists in the West, Persians have generally been a pan-national 

group often comprising regional people who often refer to themselves as 'Persians' and have also often used the term 

Iranian in the ethnic-cultural sense. As a pan-national group defining Persians as an ethnic group, at least in terms 

used in the West, is not inclusive since the ethnonym Persian includes several Iranian people including the speakers 

of Modern Persian. Some scholars, classify the speakers of Persian language as a single ethnic unit the Persians and 

exclude those Iranians who speak dialects of Persian or other Iranian dialects closely related to Persian. however this 

approach to ethnicity in Iran is erroneous, since the designation Iranian (Irani) as an ethnic term has been used by all 

these ethnic group in Iran, including the Persians irrespective of their origin. 

     -  Arab-speakers in Iran are mainly scattered along the Persian Gulf coast. The main unifying feature of this 

group is a Semitic language, “the Arabic”, originated in the Arabian Desert from where it diffused among a variety 

of different peoples across most of South-West Asia and North Africa determining their acculturation and eventual 

denomination as Arabs. As in most cases, their presence in Iran is due to the process of Islamization of Persia started 

in the 7th century that led to the decline of the Zoroastrian religion. Although after the Arab invasion many Arab 

tribes settled in different parts of Iran, at present they are the main ethnic group of Khuzestan, where they have 

maintained their identity probably also for a continuous influx of Arab-speaking immigrants into the province from 

the 16th to the 19thcentury [17]. 

     -  Armenians are descendants of people with Armenian origin. Armenia historically corresponded to a region 

characterized by three lakes now divided among Turkey, Iraq and Iran countries, once part of the Hittite Empire. 

With the conquest of Alexander the Great, Armenia became part of the Macedonian Empire coming into contact 

with European civilization. Armenians arrived into Iran in 1600 as captives and the present-day community is a 

Christian minority of no more than 100,000 individuals who mostly live in Tehran and the Jolfa district of Isfahan 

[10]-[9]. 

     -  Baluchis live in Sistan and Baluchestan (a province of South-East Iran) but also in Afghanistan, Oman and 

Pakistan. They are Sunni Muslims, in contrast to the Sistani Persians who are adherents of Shia Islam. Although 

their origin is still unknown, it seems that this group is likely descendant of ancient Median and Persian tribes 

coming from the Caspian Sea and first settled in northern Persia [17]. 

     -   Gilaks and Mazandarani, also called Caspian people, are closely related. They live in North Iran although they 

are thought to have originated from the South Caucasus. Gilaks and Manzandarani are part of the northern branch of 

the western Iranian languages and are closely related, even if they share also many common words with Persian and 

Kurdish, belonging to different Iranian language branches [17]. 

     -  Kurds are considered an ethnic group since the medieval period. The prehistory of the Kurds is poorly known, 

but their ancestors seem to have inhabited the same inhospitable mountainous region for millennia remaining 

relatively unmixed with the invaders. The records of the early empires of Mesopotamia contain frequent references 

to mountain tribes with names resembling “Kurd”. They inhabit broad lands from the Azerbaijan to Khuzestan but 

in the 17th century a large number of Kurds were also present in Khorasan [16]. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_Persian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
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     -   Lurs are one of the major Iranian ethnic groups inhabiting along the central and southern parts of the Zagros 

Mountains. Their origin might go back to the time before the migration of Indo-Europeans to Iran when other groups 

called Elamites and Kassites were living there. The Kassites are said to be the native people of Lorestan and their 

language was neither Semitic nor Indo-European and differed from the Elamite. The modern Lurs, like the Kurds, 

are a mixture of these aboriginal groups and invading Indo-Iranians from which it is thought they separated. Until 

the 20th century, the majority of Lurs were nomadic herders. Recently, the vast majority of Lurs have settled in 

urban areas although a number of nomadic Lur tribes still persist [7]. 

     -  Persian identity refers to the Indo-European Aryans who arrived in Iran about 4 thousand years ago (kya). 

Originally they were nomadic, pastoral people inhabiting the western Iranian plateau. From the province of Fars 

they spread their language and culture to the other parts of the Iranian plateau absorbing local Iranian and non-

Iranian groups. This process of assimilation continued also during the Greek, Mongol, Turkish and Arab invasions. 

Ancient Persian people were firstly characterized by the Zoroastrianism. After the Islamization, Shi'a became the 

main doctrine of all Iranian people [17]. 

     -  Turkmen came from the Altai Mountains in the 7th century AC, through the Siberian steppes. They now live in 

Golestan and are different from the other ethnic groups in appearance, language and culture. 

     -  Talysh of Iran are an Iranian people very limited and Sporadic living near Alborz Mountains in Iran especially 

in the south of Qazvin province. Talysh of Iran use the Tati language Iran is a group of northwestern Iranian dialects 

which are closely related to the Talysh language. Persian and Azeri are also spoken. Talysh of Iran are mainly Shia 

Muslims and about 300,000 population. 

     -  Iranian Pashtuns, There has been a long history of population movements between Afghan Pashtuns and 

Iranians. Iranian Pashtuns live in northeastern Iran primarily in South Khorasan Province to the east of Qaen near 

the Afghan border. Their native population not including refugees is 113,000 in Iran. A further number of Pashtuns 

also live among the Afghan refugees in Iran. 

     -  Zoroastrians are the oldest religious community in Iran; in fact the first followers have been the proto-Indo-

Iranians. With the Islamic invasions they were persecuted and now exist as a minority in Iran [18]. 

 

III. Azeris people 

     The Azarbaijanis are Turkic-speaking people living mainly in northwestern Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan, 

as well as in the neighboring states, Georgia, Russia Dagestan and formerly Armenia. Also referred to as Azeris or 

Azaris (Azərilər) or Azerbaijani Turks Azərbaycan türkləri they also live in a wider area from the Caucasus to the 

Iranian plateau . The Azerbaijanis are predominantly Shi'a Muslimand have a mixed cultural heritage including 

Turkic, Iranic and Caucasian elements. Following the Russo-Persian Wars of 1813 and 1828, the territories of the 

Qajar Persian Empire in the Caucasus were ceded to the Russian Empire and the treaties of Gulistan in 1813 and 

Turkmenchay in 1828 finalized the borders between Czarist Russia and Qajar Iran. The formation of the Azerbaijan 

Democratic Republic in 1918 established the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan. Despite living on two sides of 

an international border the Azeris form a single ethnic group [11].  

 

     However, northerners and southerners differ due to nearly two centuries of separate social evolution in Iranian 

Azerbaijan and Russian Soviet-influenced Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijani language unifies Azerbaijanis, and is 

mutually intelligible with Turkmen, Qashqai, Gagauz and Anatolian Turkish including the dialects spoken by the 

Iraqi Turkmen all of which belong to the Oghuz, or Western, group of Turkic languages [12]. Azerbaijani any 

member of a Turkic  living chiefly in the Republic of Azerbaijan and in the region of Azerbaijan in northwestern 

Iran [5]. At the turn of the 21st century there were some 7.5 million Azerbaijani in the republic and neighbouring 

areas and more than 15 million in Iran. They are mainly sedentary farmers and herders, although some of those in 

the republic have found employment in various industries. Most Azerbaijani are Shīite Muslims. They speak 

Azerbaijani, a language belonging to the southwestern branch of Turkic languages.The Azerbaijani are of mixed 

ethnic origin, the oldest element deriving from the indigenous population of eastern Transcaucasia and possibly 

from the Medians of northern Persia. This population was Persianized during the period of the Sāsānian dynasty of 

Iran (3rd–7th century ce). Turkicization of the population can be dated from the region‟s conquest by the Seljuq 
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Turks in the 11th century and the continued influx of Turkic populations in subsequent centuries including those 

groups that migrated during the Mongol conquests in the 13th century. The greater portion of the tribes that formed 

the Mongol forces or were stimulated by the Mongol conquest to migrate were Turkic. Parts of the region later 

passed variously under the Kara Koyunlu and the Ak Koyunlu rival Turkic tribal confederations and at the 

beginning of the 16th century the turcophone Ṣ afavid dynasty [13]. 

 

     The Azerbaijanis speak Azerbaijani sometimes called Azerbaijani Turkish or Azeri a Turkic language descended 

from the Western Oghuz Turkic language that became established in Azerbaijan in the 11th and 12th century CE. 

Early Oghuz was mainly an oral language and the later compiled epics and heroic stories of Dede Korkut probably 

derive from an oral tradition. The first accepted Oghuz Turkic text goes back to 15th century [14]. The first written 

classical Azeri literature arose after the Mongol invasion. Some of the earliest Azerbaijani writings trace back to the 

poet Nasimi (died 1417) and then decades later Fuzûlî (1483–1556). Ismail I, Shah of Safavid Persia wrote 

Azerbaijani poetry under the pen name Khatâ'i. Modern Azeri literature continued with a traditional emphasis upon 

humanism as conveyed in the writings of Samad Vurgun, Shahriar, and many others [19]. Azerbaijanis are generally 

bilingual often fluent in either Russian in Azerbaijan or Persian (in Iran. As of 1996, around 38% of Azerbaijan's 

roughly 8,000,000 population spoke Russian fluently [6]. 

 

     An independent telephone survey in Iran in 2009 reported that 20% of respondents could understand Azeri, the 

most spoken minority language in Iran and all respondents could understand Persian. The Iranians display 

considerable genetic diversity consistent with patterns observed in populations of the Middle East overall, 

reinforcing the notion of Persia as a vital crossroad for human disseminations [15]. The geographic area is 

remarkable for its high level of ethnic and linguistic diversity, comprising the major language families (Indo-

European, Altaic and Afro-Asiatic) currently spoken by more than seventy ethnically different populations. This 

demonstrates the role Iran played in population dispersal across the latitudinal belt spanning from Western Anatolia 

to the Indus Valley. However, there have been gaps in high-resolution genetic analyses for this region to uncover 

population history at a fine scale, for example for particular ethnic and linguistic groups. Among them the Turkic-

speaking Iranian Azari population constitutes the largest ethno-linguistic group after Persian-speakers, accounting 

for 24 percent of Iran‟s population [3]. Some sources tend to designate them as the descendants of the Turkic ethnic 

groups who invaded the area from 11th century onward during several military campaigns. Still the majority of 

sources view the Azaris as having mixed ethnic origin going back to indigenous Caucasian populations and Iranians, 

who were influenced by Turkic languages throughout centuries of occupation under Turkic dynasties. The Iranian 

roots of Azaris, according to protagonists of this view can likely be traced back to ancient Iranian tribes, such as the 

Medes who lived on the territory of Azerbaijan (ancient Āturpatakān, roughly covering the modern Iranian 

provinces of Eastern Azerbaijan Western Azerbaijan, and Ardabil) and Scythian invaders, who arrived during the 

8th century B.C. Some information is also available about the Caucasian Albanians as the main ethnic constituent of 

the inhabitants of the modern-day Republic of Azerbaijan in the South Caucasus called Azerbaijanis by the name of 

the state [20].      

 

     Scholars see cultural similarities between modern Persians and Azeris as evidence of an ancient Iranian 

influence. Archaeological evidence indicates that the Iranian religion of Zoroastrianism was prominent throughout 

the Caucasus before Christianity and Islam and that the influence of various Persian Empires added to the Iranian 

character of the area. It has also been hypothesized that the population of Iranian Azerbaijan was predominantly 

Persian-speaking before the Oghuz arrived. This claim is supported by the many figures of Persian literature, such as 

Qatran Tabrizi, Shams Tabrizi, Nezami, and Khaghani, who wrote in Persian prior to and during the Oghuz 

migration, as well as by Strabo, Al-Istakhri, and Al-Masudi, who all describe the language of the region as Persian. 

The claim is mentioned by other medieval historians, such as Al-Muqaddasi.  

 

     Other common Perso-Azeribaijani features include Iranian place names such as Tabriz and the name Azerbaijan 

itself. The Iranian origins of the Azeris likely derive from ancient Iranic tribes, such as the Medes in Iranian 
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Azerbaijan, and Scythian invaders who arrived during the eighth century BCE. It is believed that the Medes mixed 

with an indigenous population, the Caucasian Mannai, a Northeast Caucasian group related to the Urartians. 

 

     However, whether originally Caucasian or Iranian, it is fairly definite and largely supported by historical 

accounts that Azeris are not descendants of Turkic tribes, although they have certainly been affected by them. We 

compared the Turkic-speaking Azeris (n=400) and the Iranian-speaking Persians (n=115) living in Iran using eight 

cephalomentric traits. The data were collected in different, predominantly rural, populations in the province of 

IranianAzerbaijan.Two multivariate statistical approaches, the principal component analysis and the discriminant 

analysis, were applied using SPSS software package. On the basis of the first method the integrated features, 

principal components (PC1 and PC2), accounting together for 73.6% of total diversity of the initial cephalomentric 

traits were separated. The mean values of these features did not significantly differ between the Azeris and Persians 

(p>0.05). The spatial relationship between the populations considered is presented on two-dimensional plot of 

principal component variables. 

 

 
Figure 1. Spatial distribution of the objects in 2D-principal components plot (numbers in brackets represent 

percentage of total variation explained by each axis). 

 

     The next statistical approach, the discriminant analysis, allowed checking the rate of multivariate analytical 

recognition of the objects, i.e. the probability of their belonging to the corresponding sample. It was revealed that the 

average level of correct reclassification for the pooled sample is about 52%, which means that the likelihood of the 

attribution of the objects to any of the groups is almost equal. In whole, the results show that Iranian Azeris and 

Persians do not differ significantly from each other according to multivariate morphological characteristics thus 

witnessing to the same generalized pattern of cephalomentric peculiarities in the ethnic groups considered. These 

results are in good agreement with recently published data on close genetic affinity between Iranian Azeris and 

Persians established on the basis of Y-chromosomal markers. Moreover, using multivariate genetic classification 

methods, it was shown that Iranian Azeris and their close neighbors (Persians, Kurds and Armenians) form a rather 

distinct cluster of the Middle East origin. Relying on cephalomentric and genetic data we can suggest that Iranian 

Azeris might be considered as an indigenous population of the Middle East. Their language might be imposed by the 

limited number of Turkic-speaking invaders from Central Asia through „elite dominance‟ model and the newcomers 

did not leave any noticeable traces on the anthropological appearance and gene pool of the local populations of the 

Middle East. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scythian
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To further test the hypothesis of Central Asian and Caucasian origin of Azaris we used special software designed 

for admixture analysis, Admix v2.0, which enables the evaluation of the relative genetic contribution of any source 

population in the origin of the given group (http://web.unife.it/progetti/genetica/Isabelle/admix2_0.html). The 

genetic contribution of Turkmens and Adyghes is much less (4-5 times) while compared with the contribution of 

Persian-speakers (living, for instance, in Fars). Concluding, the results obtained indicate that genetic distance 

between the populations considered depends in the first instance on the geographic proximity than on the common 

linguistic background.The Azaris, being situated between the Republic of Azerbaijan and Eastern Turkey, had more 

possibilities of genetic contacts with the closest neighbours, while gene flow between the populations of the same 

Republic and Eastern Turkey could have been rather limited. 

      

Relying on the results, we can make rather strong inferences about the genetic relatedness  between the 

populations under consideration. The principal one is that the Azaris have much weaker genetic affinity with 

Turkmens and Adyghes than with their immediate neigh bours― Persians, Kurds, Azerbaijanis, and Armenians. We 

have all grounds to suggest that language replacement might have taken place through “elite dominance” 

phenomenon rather than “demic diffusion” model. In addition, the modal genetic variant of Turkmens (most 

frequently encountered in the given population), which could be considered as a signature of this group is virtually 

absent in Azaris, thus confirming our findings about the mode of the language change. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

     The Iranians display considerable genetic diversity consistent with patterns observed in populations of the Middle 

East overall, reinforcing the notion of Persia as a vital crossroad for human disseminations. The geographic area is 

remarkable for its high level of ethnic and linguistic diversity, comprising the major language families (Indo-

European, Altaic, and Afro-Asiatic) currently spoken by more than seventy ethnically different populations. This 

demonstrates the role Iran played in population dispersal across the latitudinal belt spanning from Western Anatolia 

to the Indus Valley. However, there have been gaps in high-resolution genetic analyses for this region to uncover 

population history at a fine scale, for example, for particular ethnic and linguistic groups. Among them, the Turkic-

speaking Iranian Azari population constitutes the largest ethno-linguistic group after Persian-speakers, accounting 

for 24 percent of Iran‟s population. Some sources tend to designate them as the descendants of the Turkic ethnic 

groups who invaded the area from 11th century onward during several military campaigns. Still, the majority of 

sources view the Azaris as having mixed ethnic origin going back to indigenous Caucasian populations and Iranians, 

who were influenced by Turkic languages throughout centuries of occupation under Turkic dynasties. The Iranian 

roots of Azaris, according to protagonists of this view, can likely be traced back to ancient Iranian tribes, such as the 

Medes, who lived on the territory of Azerbaijan (ancient Āturpatakān, roughly covering the modern Iranian 

provinces of Eastern Azerbaijan, Western Azerbaijan, and Ardabil), and Scythian invaders, who arrived during the 

8th century B.C. Some information is also available about the Caucasian Albanians as the main ethnic constituent of 

the inhabitants of the modern-day Republic of Azerbaijan in the South Caucasus, called Azerbaijanis by the name of 

the state. 
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