The Caucasian Persians: A
Comprehensive Ethnographic and
Historical Analysis of the Tat People

Introduction: Defining the Tat People of the Caucasus

Overview and Core Thesis

This report presents a comprehensive analysis of the Tat people, an indigenous
Iranian-speaking ethnic group native to the Eastern Caucasus, with primary populations
residing in the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Republic of Dagestan, Russia.' Once a
significant demographic and cultural component of the region, the Tats have experienced a
profound transformation, particularly over the last two centuries. The central thesis of this
study is that the history of the Tat people serves as a paradigmatic case of identity
metamorphosis, shaped by the complex interplay of imperial politics, linguistic shifts, religious
differentiation, and a prolonged, pervasive process of assimilation into the surrounding
Turkic-speaking Azerbaijani population.’ Their story is not one of simple decline but of a
multifaceted evolution, fragmentation, and absorption that reveals the powerful forces
shaping ethnic identity in the Caucasus.

Methodological Challenges

The scholarly examination of the Tat people is confronted by significant methodological
hurdles that complicate historical and ethnographic analysis. A clear understanding of these
challenges is essential for interpreting the available data. First, the primary designation for the
group, "Tat," is a Turkic exonym, not an endonym, which has created persistent ambiguity in
historical and demographic records.® Second, historical documentation pertaining specifically
to the Tats is often scarce and must be carefully extracted from the broader histories of the
Persian, Ottoman, and Russian empires that vied for control of the Caucasus.” Third, the
dramatic assimilation of the Tat population, especially during the Soviet period, has led to a
precipitous decline in self-identification, making accurate demographic assessment



exceptionally difficult. Finally, a critical source of confusion in non-specialist literature is the
failure to distinguish between the Southwestern Iranian Tat language of the Caucasus and the
entirely separate group of Northwestern Iranian Tati languages spoken in Iran, which have
different origins and linguistic structures.? This report will navigate these complexities to
provide a nuanced and accurate portrayal.

Report Structure

This report will commence by deconstructing the concept of "Tat" identity, examining its
etymology and contrasting the external label with the various self-designations used by the
communities themselves. It will then trace the historical trajectory of the people from their
Sassanid-era origins through the medieval period and into the modern era, focusing on the
political and social forces that precipitated their decline as a distinct group. Subsequent
sections will provide a detailed demographic analysis of their population collapse, a linguistic
overview of their severely endangered language, and a comparative study of the three distinct
religious subgroups that emerged from the common Tat-speaking stock: Muslims, Jews, and
Christians. The report will also explore their rich material and intangible culture, noting areas
of both distinctiveness and convergence with neighboring peoples. The conclusion will
synthesize these findings to assess the future viability of a distinct Tat identity in the 21st
century.

The "Tat" Identity: Etymology, Exonyms, and
Self-Designation

The Turkic Exonym "Tat"

The term "Tat" is not an ethnic self-ascription but an exonym of Turkic origin that carries
significant historical and social connotations.? Historically, nomadic Turkic peoples used the
word to denote the settled, non-Turkic, agriculturalist populations they encountered across
Central Asia, the Crimea, and the Caucasus.® It was a term of socio-economic classification
rather than a specific ethnic label. Following the arrival of Oghuz Turkic tribes in the Eastern
Caucasus from the 11th century onward, the term became specifically associated with the
region's established, Persian-speaking farming communities.® The meaning of the word itself
is subject to debate; while some trace a similar term to Achaemenid inscriptions referring to
an ancient Iranian tribe, this connection is tenuous." Other linguistic theories suggest it may
have been an onomatopoeic word, analogous to the Greek

barbaros, used to describe incomprehensible foreign speech.” This etymological ambiguity is



central to understanding the fluid and externally defined nature of Tat identity. The application
of the label by Turkic groups, and later its adoption by Tsarist and Soviet administrators,
served as a mechanism to categorize and manage a population distinct from both the
ascendant Turkic groups and the imperial Russian center. This process flattened diverse local
identities into a single, administratively convenient label, which ultimately facilitated their mass
reclassification during the Soviet nation-building project that created the modern Azerbaijani
identity.

Local Self-Designations (Endonyms)

In stark contrast to the externally imposed label "Tat," various communities have historically
maintained distinct self-designations that reveal a deeper consciousness of their Iranian
heritage and local geography. The variation among these endonyms serves as a direct index
of the degree of assimilation and historical experience of each group.

e Parsi: The Tats of the Absheron Peninsula, who historically constituted the entire
population of Baku, have used the term "Parsi" as their self-designation into the modern
era.! This name, meaning "Persian," is a direct link to their origins, and they refer to their
language as
zuvan Parsi ("the Persian language").” The use of "Parsi" reflects a strong and
preserved consciousness of their Persian ancestry, a clear statement of identity in a
region increasingly dominated by Turkic culture.

e Lohijon: The inhabitants of the geographically isolated mountain settlement of Lahij in
the Ismailli district refer to themselves by their village name, Lohuj (plural Lohijon).” This
hyper-local identity, born of geographic seclusion which limited contact with the
outside world, has been instrumental in preserving their unique culture, renowned
coppersmithing traditions, and a distinct dialect of the Tat language.

e Daghli: The Tats residing in the mountainous districts of Khizi, Devechi (modern
Shabran), and Siyazan adopted the Turkic term "Daghli," meaning "mountaineers," as a
self-designation." This represents a significant degree of cultural integration, where an
external, descriptive Turkic term has been internalized by the community itself. The
adoption of this name signifies a step away from an origin-based identity like "Parsi"
and toward one defined by geography in the language of the dominant neighboring
culture.

Ethnogenesis: A Composite Heritage

The ethnogenesis of the Tat people is not a simple narrative of Persian colonization but a
complex process of admixture involving multiple ethnic and linguistic layers. The foundational
element is the Iranian-speaking population—military garrisons and civilian
administrators—settled by the Sassanid Empire.® However, this group did not enter a vacuum.



They mixed with the pre-existing indigenous peoples of Caucasian Albania, the ancient
kingdom of the Eastern Caucasus. Over subsequent centuries, this composite population
absorbed influences from Semitic peoples following the Arab conquests and, most
significantly, from the Turkic conquerors who arrived from the 11th century onward." This
multi-layered ethnogenesis helps explain the cultural and linguistic variations observed across
different Tat communities.

Critical Distinction: Caucasian Tat vs. Iranian Tati

A point of critical importance, and a frequent source of confusion, is the distinction between
the Tat people of the Caucasus and the Tati-speaking peoples of Iran. These are two separate
groups with distinct origins and languages.

e Caucasian Tat: The subjects of this report speak the Tat language, a member of the
Southwestern Iranian language branch. This places it in the same family as modern
Persian, Dari, and Tajik, and its presence in the Caucasus is a direct result of the
Sassanid-era migrations.?

e lIranian Tati: The various groups in Iran referred to as "Tati" speak a diverse cluster of
languages belonging to the Northwestern Iranian branch. These languages are more
closely related to Talysh, Gilaki, and Mazandarani.® The Tati languages of Iran are
considered by linguists to be remnants of "Old Azeri," the indigenous Iranian language
spoken in parts of Azerbaijan and northwestern Iran before the region's widespread
Turkification.® This fundamental linguistic difference underscores that the two groups
have completely separate histories and should not be conflated.

Historical Trajectory: From Sassanid Garrisons to a
Post-Soviet Minority

Ancient Origins and Formative Period

While the history of the Tats is not fully understood, the most widely accepted and
best-supported theory places their origins in the strategic policies of the Sassanid Empire.
Alternative hypotheses, though less substantiated, posit connections to ancient Scythian
tribes like the tapurs, assimilation of the Massagetae, or even Jewish origins.! The earliest
confirmed presence of Persians in the Caucasus dates to the Achaemenid Empire (558-330
BC), which annexed Transcaucasia into its satrapies, leaving behind archaeological evidence
of its presence.® However, there is little information to suggest a large, permanent Persian
population from this early period.



The formative period for the Tat ethnogenesis occurred between the 3rd and 7th centuries
AD, when the Sassanid Empire systematically settled Persian-speaking military colonists and
civilians in the Eastern Caucasus.* This was a strategic imperative designed to fortify the
empire's northern frontiers, particularly the crucial Caspian Gates around Darband (Derbent),
against devastating incursions from steppe nomads. Sassanid rulers like Khosrow | (531-579)
founded cities, established military garrisons, and appointed Persian governors, including the
progenitor of the long-ruling Shirvanshah dynasty.® This state-sponsored migration
established a permanent and demographically significant Iranian-speaking presence that
would form the bedrock of the Tat people.

The Medieval Era: Islamization and Turkification

During the medieval period, the Tats constituted the main population of the Shirvanshah state,
a powerful kingdom that dominated the territory of modern-day Azerbaijan for centuries.' This
indicates their status as a core demographic and cultural group in the region. Two
transformative events during this era reshaped their destiny. First, the Arab conquests of the
7th and 8th centuries initiated the gradual Islamization of the local population, including the
Tats.® This religious conversion would later prove to be a pivotal factor in their relationship with
other Muslim groups, particularly the Turkic Azerbaijanis.

The second and more consequential event was the penetration of Oghuz-Turkic tribes, led by
the Seljug dynasty, beginning in the 11th century.® This marked the start of a centuries-long
process of Turkification in the region and the gradual ethnogenesis of the modern Azeri
people. The political and military dominance of Turkic-speaking elites created a new power
dynamic that systematically favored Turkic languages and identities over Iranian ones.” It was
during this period that the exonym "Tat" was assigned by the Turkic newcomers to the settled,
Persian-speaking agriculturalists they encountered.®

The Russian and Soviet Eras: Accelerated Assimilation

The modern era, defined by Russian and Soviet rule, witnessed the dramatic acceleration of
Tat assimilation. The Russo-Persian Wars of the early 19th century (1804-1813 and 1826-1828)
were a watershed moment. Through the Treaties of Gulistan and Turkmenchay, Qajar Iran was
forced to cede its Caucasian territories to the Russian Empire.® This political shift was
catastrophic for the Tats; it severed them from their cultural and political heartland in Persia
and reconstituted them as an ethnic minority within a European Christian empire. At the time
of the Russian conquest of Baku in the early 1800s, the city's entire population of
approximately 8,000 people was Tat.®

The history of the Tats can be understood as being caught in a geopolitical scissor effect. The
first blade was the Turkic migrations from the east, which established Turkic linguistic and
political dominance locally. The second blade was the Russian imperial expansion from the



north, which severed the region from the Iranian world. To consolidate its control and minimize
the influence of its rival, Persia, the Tsarist administration actively promoted a new, secular
Turkic identity (the precursor to the modern Azerbaijani identity) founded on a shared
language.® This policy left the Tats—the remnants of the former Persian
presence—geopolitically isolated and without a powerful patron, making assimilation into the
Russian-backed Turkic identity the path of least resistance.’

The Soviet period finalized this process. The official introduction of the ethnonym
"Azerbaijani" in the late 1930s created a powerful, state-sanctioned national identity that
many Tats adopted.® The shared Islamic faith and centuries of cultural convergence with their
Turkic-speaking neighbors made this transition seamless for many.® The Azerbaijani SSR
pursued what has been described as a covert but purposeful policy of assimilating all
minorities, using academic publications and state media to emphasize a common history and
cultural closeness.? The result was a catastrophic drop in the number of individuals officially
identifying as Tat in successive Soviet censuses.®

Demographic Decline and Geographic Distribution

A Century of Demographic Collapse

The analysis of census data from the late 19th century to the post-Soviet period reveals a
demographic collapse that is among the most dramatic in the modern Caucasus. This decline
is not solely attributable to natural factors but is a direct reflection of the intense processes of
assimilation and administrative reclassification.

At the turn of the 20th century, the Tats were a major demographic force in the Eastern
Caucasus. Tsarist figures from 1886-1892 counted 124,683 Tats, making them a significant
minority.? They constituted approximately 11% of the population of the entire eastern half of
Azerbaijan, forming nearly one-fifth (18.9%) of the population of the Baku province and over
one-quarter (25.3%) of the Kuba province.®

The Soviet period initiated a precipitous statistical decline. The 1926 Soviet census recorded
only 28,705 Tats.® This staggering drop is explained, in large part, by administrative
re-labeling. The same census documented a separate category of 38,327 "Turks whose native
language is Tat," a clear statistical artifact of a population in transition, where linguistic reality
was being subsumed under a new, politically promoted ethnic identity.® This trend continued
throughout the Soviet era. By the final Soviet census in 1989, only 10,239 people in Azerbaijan
officially recognized themselves as Tat.'

Post-Soviet estimates remain varied and contested, reflecting the ongoing fluidity of Tat
identity. A 2019 estimate for Azerbaijan placed the number at 27,700, a figure significantly
higher than late Soviet counts, perhaps indicating a minor revival of self-identification.® In



contrast, the 2021 Russian census recorded a mere 575 Tats in the entire country, suggesting
near-total assimilation or re-identification in Dagestan.® A 2005 American field study
identified 15,553 Tats in the specific villages they surveyed in Azerbaijan, suggesting that
official census figures may undercount the actual population that retains some form of Tat

identity.”

Table 1: Tat Population in the Caucasus (1886-2021)

Year

Authority

Total Tat
Population

Azerbaijan

Dagestan

Notes

1886-92

Tsarist Russia

124,683

118,165

3,609

Peak recorded
population.?

1897

Tsarist Russia

95,056

89,519

2,998

Shows initial
decline or
census
variation.®

1926

Soviet Union

28,705

28,443

1,237

Drastic drop.
Excludes
38,327 listed as
"Turks whose
native
language is
Tat" in
Azerbaijan
SSR.

1959

Soviet Union

5,887 (AZ only)

5,887

N/A

Continued
decline in
official
self-identificati
on.™

1979

Soviet Union

22,441

8,848

7,437

Slight rebound,
possibly due to
policy shifts or
different
counting
methods.®

1989

Soviet Union

~23,200

10,239

12,937

Final Soviet
census.®

2019/2021

AZ/RU Gov.

~28,275

27,700 (2019)

575 (2021)

Modern official
figures show
continued low
numbers in




Russia and a
higher
estimate in
Azerbaijan.®

Geographic Distribution

The historical and contemporary settlement areas of the Tat people are concentrated in the
northeastern regions of Azerbaijan and the southern part of Dagestan.

Azerbaijan: The traditional heartland of the Tats encompasses the Absheron Peninsula,
which includes historically Tat-speaking villages like Balakhany and Surakhany near
Baku, and a swath of territory to the north.? Key districts with significant historical or
present Tat populations include Quba, Shemakhi, Siyazan, Khizi, Devechi (modern
Shabran), and Ismailli.* The Sunni Muslim Tat population is concentrated in the northern
districts of Guba and Shabran.' The mountain village of Lahij in the Ismailli district, with
a population of around 10,000, remains the largest, most cohesive, and culturally intact
Tat settlement.’

Dagestan (Russia): Tat communities are located in Southern Dagestan, primarily in
several villages to the west of the city of Derbent, as well as within the city itself.! While
the 1989 census recorded nearly 13,000 Tats in Dagestan, this number has since
declined to statistically insignificant levels, as reflected in the 2021 census.®

Other Regions: A small community of Tat descent exists in the village of Gombori in
eastern Georgia. They are descendants of migrants from Lahij who arrived in the early
20th century. However, this community is now largely assimilated, registered as
Azerbaijani, and speaks Azerbaijani as its primary language.’

The Caucasian Tat Language: A Severely Endangered
Heritage

Linguistic Classification and Characteristics

The Caucasian Tat language, known to its speakers as zuhun tati or, particularly on the
Absheron peninsula, zuvan Parsi, is a member of the Southwestern Iranian branch of the
Indo-European language family.* This classification places it in the same subgroup as modern
Persian, Tajik, and Dari, and it is closely related to, though distinct from, Standard Persian.*
The linguist Vladimir Minorsky characterized its position as intermediate between modern




Persian and the Caspian group of Iranian languages.* Historically, the Tats did not have a
written language of their own and used Persian or, to a lesser extent, Arabic for literary and
administrative purposes until the Soviet period.

Dialectology: A Religiously Divided Landscape

The primary dialectal divisions within Caucasian Tat are defined not by geography alone, but
by the religious affiliation of their speakers. These are not merely minor phonetic variations
but represent distinct socio-linguistic histories and divergent paths of cultural influence.

e Muslim Tat: Spoken by the majority Shia and minority Sunni Tat populations, this can be
considered the baseline dialect from which the other two major varieties diverged. It is
the form of Tat that has been most heavily influenced by Azerbaijani.

e Judeo-Tat (Juhuri): The language of the Mountain Jews. While it belongs to the same
Southwestern Iranian group, it is not fully mutually intelligible with Muslim Tat." Juhuri is
a distinct ethnolect heavily influenced by Semitic languages (Hebrew and Aramaic) at all
linguistic levels, from lexicon to phonology." Its most unique phonetic feature is the
retention of the Semitic voiced pharyngeal approximant, the
ayin (¢/V), a sound absent in modern Persian and other neighboring languages.™

e Armeno-Tat (Christian Tat): The language formerly spoken by the Christian
Armeno-Tats. This dialect was mutually intelligible with Muslim Tat.?° Its key
distinguishing phonetic feature was the
absence of the pharyngeal consonants /¢/ and /h/ that are found in other Tat dialects.?®
This dialect is now considered moribund or extinct following the displacement of its
speakers.?°

Endangerment and Language Shift

UNESCO's Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger classifies Caucasian Tat as "severely
endangered".* The number of native speakers has declined precipitously as a direct result of
centuries of Turkicization.* The widespread use of Azerbaijani has constrained the domains
where Tat is spoken, reducing it from a common language of rural areas to one largely
confined to the home and older generations.*

In Azerbaijan, Azerbaijani has become the primary language of communication for most Tats,
with Russian also playing a significant role.> A common pattern in Tat communities is for adults
to speak Tat amongst themselves but to use Azerbaijani with their children to ensure they are
fluent before starting school.* This generational disruption in transmission is a primary driver
of language death. The process of language shift is particularly advanced among urban Tats."
Intermarriage is another critical factor; if one spouse is a non-Tat speaker, the family is highly
likely to use Azerbaijani as the language of the home.* In a few isolated and highly cohesive



communities like Lahij and Zayvse, there are reports that non-Tat women who marry into the
village learn to speak Tat, but this is an exception to the general trend.*

Orthography and Preservation Efforts

The Tat language remained unwritten until 1935.* During the Soviet period, various scripts
were developed and used, including Latin and Cyrillic-based alphabets." Post-Soviet efforts
to preserve the language have been limited but are not entirely absent. In 1990, on the eve of
the Soviet collapse, an "Azeri cultural and educational society for studying and development
of Tati language, history, and ethnography" was founded in the Azerbaijan SSR, which
published a primer and a textbook.® Since 1996, the government of Azerbaijan has provided
some funding for the development of minority languages, including Tat. This has led to the
establishment of Tat language classes in several schools in the Quba region, using a new
alphabet based on the modern Azerbaijani Latin script.*

However, these state-sponsored initiatives, while positive on the surface, can also be viewed
within the broader context of the state's historical assimilation policies. By funding small-scale
language classes and cultural societies, the state can project an image of tolerance for
minorities while the larger socio-economic and political forces driving assimilation continue
unabated. These efforts may slow the language's final demise but are unlikely to reverse it,
potentially functioning to preserve Tat as a folkloric artifact rather than a living, breathing
language of community life.

The Three Faces of Tat Identity: A Comparative Study
of Religious Communities

The history of the Tat-speaking peoples of the Caucasus provides a powerful natural
experiment in identity formation. From a common linguistic and geographic origin, three
distinct ethno-religious groups emerged, and their divergent religious paths led to three
completely different historical outcomes. This demonstrates that in the complex social
tapestry of the Caucasus, religious affiliation has often been a more resilient and
determinative marker of identity than language.

The Muslim Tats

The Muslim Tats constitute the vast majority of the Tat-speaking population. They are
themselves divided along sectarian lines into a majority who follow Shia Islam and a significant
Sunni minority." The Shia Tats are generally found in the southern parts of the Tat settlement
area, including the Absheron Peninsula and the Shemakhi region, which aligns them with the



Shia majority of Azerbaijan.”® The Sunni Tats are concentrated in the northern districts of
Guba and Shabran in Azerbaijan, as well as in the neighboring regions of Southern Dagestan.
This is the group that has been most susceptible to assimilation into the broader Azerbaijani
identity." The shared religion, particularly Shia Islam, acted as a powerful social solvent,
dissolving ethnic boundaries and facilitating cultural and linguistic integration over centuries
of cohabitation.® For many, the cultural distinctions have become so blurred that language is
the only remaining differentiator, and even that is rapidly fading. Consequently, a large
number of Muslim Tats now self-identify as Azerbaijanis.®

1

The Judeo-Tats (Mountain Jews)

While their language, Juhuri, is a dialect of Tat, the Mountain Jews are a distinct
ethno-religious group and are not merely "Tats who practice Judaism".? Soviet-era
historiography mistakenly classified them as part of the Tat people, a politically motivated
categorization that is now rejected by most scholars and by the community itself.”
Anthropometric and genetic studies have also indicated that Mountain Jews and Muslim Tats
have independent demographic histories and are not ethnically identical.?®

Their language, Juhuri, evolved into a unique ethnolect, enriched with a significant stratum of
Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic vocabulary and phonology."” It developed its own literary
tradition, press, and even a professional theater, founded in Derbent in 1923." It is believed
that their ancestors migrated to the Caucasus during the Sassanid expansion, alongside the
ancestors of the Muslim Tats, as part of a broader movement of Iranian Jews." Since the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the community has experienced significant emigration, with
large and vibrant diaspora populations now established in Israel, the United States, and
Russia."” While their language is endangered, active preservation efforts are underway within
these diaspora communities and in their main Caucasian center, the town of Qirmizi Qasabas in
Azerbaijan."

The Armeno-Tats (Christian Tats)

The Armeno-Tats were ethnic Armenians, followers of the Armenian Apostolic Church, who
underwent a language shift to Tat.2° Scholars agree that they were not an indigenous group
that converted to Christianity, but rather Armenians who, over centuries of living under Iranian
rule and being surrounded by Tat-speaking populations, adopted Tat as their vernacular.®
They historically resided in a few settlements in Azerbaijan, most notably the villages of
Madrasa and Kilvar.™

This community experienced a remarkable double language shift. The first was from their
ancestral Armenian to Tat. The second, occurring primarily in the 20th century with the
introduction of universal public schooling in Armenian and Russian, was a shift away from Tat



and back toward Armenian, as well as to Russian.?® By the late 1980s, the use of Tat was
largely confined to the oldest generation. The final chapter for this community in its ancestral
homeland came with the outbreak of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War (late 1980s-1994). As
tensions between Armenians and Azerbaijanis escalated, the entire Armeno-Tat population
was forced to flee their villages, relocating to Armenia and Russia.?° Their unique Christian
dialect of Tat is now considered moribund, if not entirely extinct.” The divergent fates of
these three communities—near-total assimilation for the Muslims, the formation of a resilient
and distinct identity for the Jews, and language shift followed by forced migration for the
Christians—vividly illustrates that religion, more than a shared linguistic heritage, was the
primary determinant of their collective destinies.

Culture, Society, and Traditional Lifeways

Economic Life and Subsistence

The traditional economy of the Tat people is rooted in settled agriculture, a way of life so
central to their identity that it is reflected in the very meaning of the Turkic exonym "Tat".
Their primary subsistence activities have historically been farming, horticulture, and animal
husbandry.
e Agriculture: The main crops cultivated by the Tats include grains such as wheat, barley,
and maize, as well as potatoes and various legumes like peas.®
e Horticulture and Viticulture: The mild climate and mountainous terrain of their
settlement areas are exceptionally well-suited for gardening and fruit cultivation. Large
vineyards and fruit orchards are a widespread and characteristic feature of the Tat
landscape.®
e Animal Husbandry: In the mountain villages, livestock raising is a crucial part of the
economy. The primary animals kept are sheep, cows, and buffalo.®
e Specialized Industries: While predominantly agricultural, some Tat communities
developed specialized crafts and industries. The Tats of the Absheron Peninsula, for
instance, were involved in the region's burgeoning oil industry as early as the 19th
century.®

Material Culture

The material culture of the Tats shows a high degree of convergence with that of their
Azerbaijani neighbors, a result of centuries of cohabitation and cultural exchange. This shared
material world provided a tangible foundation for the gradual process of ethnic assimilation.



Handicrafts: The Tats possess a highly developed tradition of arts and crafts. They are
particularly renowned for their skill in carpet-making, hand-weaving, metal
manufacturing, and embossing.® The coppersmiths of the village of Lahij were, and still
are, famous throughout the Caucasus for their intricate work.?

Traditional Clothing: Traditional Tat apparel closely resembles that of the
Azerbaijanis.”® For men, the characteristic garments include the

chokha (the iconic Circassian coat), often adorned with gazyri (decorative cartridge
holders), worn over a shirt known as a ghabo. This was typically accompanied by wide
trousers (shalvor) and a tall sheepskin hat (papakha), a powerful symbol of honor and
prestige.® Women's traditional dress consists of a long shirt, wide trousers, a wide skirt (
pazhae), and an outer dress, often brightly colored. Headgear included various caps and
shawls, frequently decorated with fringes and silver coins.®

Architecture: Traditional Tat houses are typically one or two-storeyed structures built
from rectangular limestone blocks or river shingles. A distinctive feature is the blank
walls facing the street, ensuring privacy for the family within.® Roofs are generally flat,
with an opening for a chimney. The upper floor serves as the main living quarters, while
the ground floor is used for kitchens and storage. The interior walls often feature several
niches for storing clothes, bedding, and crockery.®

Intangible Heritage and Social Customs

Cuisine: The cornerstone of the Tat diet is bread (nu), traditionally baked in a cylindrical
clay oven called a taenur.'® Other staples include flour-based soups (

ardava), pastries filled with pumpkin or herbs (gitab), and pilaf (ash) with various
seasonings. Dairy products like cheese (paenir) and a fermented milk similar to yogurt
(qutuq) are commonly consumed. Mutton is the preferred meat, though it was
historically reserved for holidays, weddings, and entertaining guests.™

Folklore and Literature: The Tats have a rich oral folklore tradition. Genres of national
poetry popular in the broader Persianate world, such as ruba'is, ghazals, and bayts, are
highly developed.® Scholars have even identified distinctive linguistic features of the Tat
language in the works of renowned medieval Persian poets from the Caucasus, such as
Khagani and Nizami Ganjavi, suggesting a deep historical connection between the
language and the region's high literary culture.®

Beliefs and Rituals: While the majority of Tats are Muslim, many pre-Islamic beliefs and
superstitions persist in their daily life.”® They hold a deep reverence for sacred places
known as

pirs, which are typically the graves of holy individuals. Traditional ceremonies are
conducted to bring rain during droughts or to bring sunshine during prolonged rains.
The ancient Zoroastrian spring festival of Novruz remains a major holiday, celebrated
with family visits, special foods, and rituals like coloring hands with henna and sprinkling



rose water.'°

Conclusion: The Future of a Fading Identity

Synthesis of Findings

This report has demonstrated that the Tat people of the Caucasus are not a monolithic ethnic
group but a complex and fragmented population whose identity has been continuously
negotiated and reshaped by the powerful historical forces of the region. Their history is
defined by their Sassanid-era origins as a frontier people, their subsequent fragmentation
along religious lines, and their gradual but inexorable absorption into the dominant Azerbaijani
nation. The very name "Tat," an external label for a settled, Persian-speaking people, belies a
more complex internal reality of local and origin-based identities like "Parsi" and "Lohijon."
The Tat story is a microcosm of the broader historical processes that have shaped the
Caucasus: imperial competition, mass migration, the rise of nationalism, and the complex
interplay of language and religion in the formation of identity.

The Irreversibility of Assimilation

For the Muslim Tats, who constitute the vast majority of the group, the primary narrative arc is
one of profound and likely irreversible assimilation. The demographic data, which shows a
collapse from over 120,000 self-identified Tats in the late 19th century to contested low
figures today, provides stark evidence of this trend. The dynamics of language shift, with
Azerbaijani becoming the dominant language of the younger generations, and the deep
convergence of material culture have eroded the pillars of a distinct Tat identity. While
small-scale, state-supported preservation efforts exist, they appear insufficient to counteract
the powerful socio-political and economic currents that favor integration into the Azerbaijani
mainstream.

The Exception that Proves the Rule: The Mountain Jews

The contrasting case of the Judeo-Tats, or Mountain Jews, highlights the critical role that a
distinct religion and a strong, internally cohesive community can play in resisting assimilation.
While their linguistic cousins, the Muslim Tats, were absorbed due to a shared faith with the
surrounding majority, the Mountain Jews' adherence to Judaism acted as a firewall,
preserving their separateness. Their maintenance of a distinct ethnolect (Juhuri), a separate
religious and communal life, and the development of strong diaspora networks have allowed



them to preserve a unique and resilient identity, even as they face the modern challenges of
language endangerment and globalization.

Final Assessment

The Tat people of the Caucasus represent a fading echo of the region's once-significant and
deeply rooted Iranian heritage. Their story is a poignant illustration of how ancient minority
identities are eroded by the formation of modern nation-states, the homogenizing power of
national languages, and the powerful currents of geopolitical change. While pockets of Tat
language and culture may yet survive in isolated mountain villages like Lahij, and while the
distinct identity of the Mountain Jews continues to endure, the broader Tat identity as a major
demographic and cultural force in the Eastern Caucasus has largely receded into history. They
remain a testament to the complex, often tragic, and deeply layered ethnic history of one of
the world's most diverse regions.
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