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KERMANSHAH vii. Languages and Dialects

Kermanshah Province (henceforth Kermanshahan, for brevity and distinctness
from Kermanshah, the city) is linguistically characterized by a triad of

Kurdish, Gurani (qg.v.), and Persian within a multifaceted, areal-tribal-social
setting. These are supplemented by Neo-Aramaic (q.v.), which, until lately, was
spoken in pockets by area Jewry, as well as an isolated Turkic dialect spoken in

the Sonqor valley.

The languages of Kermanshahan spread into the neighboring provinces and
across the national border into Iraqi Kurdistan, forming a complex set of dialect
continua and isolated pockets. Kermanshahan’s linguistic arrangement has not
been systematically studied in detail, nor is the number of speakers of individual

dialects known.

In broad picture, Kurdish forms the linguistic backdrop of the province; Gurani
is spoken in several western and northwestern settlements; and Persian is a
means of formal and written communication, including mass media, but also a
vernacular in urban centers, especially Kermanshah. Turkophones are reportedly
notable only in Sonqor. In such a milieu, bilingualism in Kurdish and Persian is
the norm. As Gurani villages are usually within larger Kurdophonic settings
(Figure 1), the Guran are typically trilingual in Gurani, Persian, and Kurdish.

Gurani is steadily losing ground to Kurdish (Sahbazi, 2013).
KURDISH

The main Kurdish language groups spoken in Kermanshahan are Sorani or
Central Kurdish in the northwest and Southern Kurdish in the rest of the

province (Figure 1). The Sorani-speaking parts of Kermanshahan stand slightly
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offset north of a line connecting Qasr-e Sirin, Zahab, and Ravansar, and running
further northeast, along the provincial border to Kamyaran and Qorva in

Kordestan (Fattah, map on p. vi). The town Kerend is Sorani-speaking, and there

are Sorani speakers in Pava and Nowsud along with speakers of Avromani
(q.v.) and Gurani. See Figure 1; see also Figure 1 in KERMANSHAH i.
GEOGRAPHY, above.
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Figure 1. Linguistic map of Kermanshah and adjoining areas. The thick line separates Sorani
Kurdish (north) from Southern Kurdish (south) regions. The Gurani-speaking areas are
marked by the open circles, scaled roughly to reflect the number of speakers. (The base map

is taken from Google Earth.)

Southern Kurdish is also known as Kermanshahi Kurdish (see, e.g., Morgan, p.
xvi), even if the latter term more specifically corresponds to the variety spoken
in and around the city of Kermanshah (see below). The Kurdish dialect of
Kermanshah is known locally as Kermasani after the Kurdish name of the city

(see, e.g., Korsand; Sams). Kermasani enjoys high prestige in the province,



especially the variety spoken in the inner city of Kermanshah. It was based on
this contemporary urban variety that Partow Kermans$ahi composed verses and

the nationally acclaimed singer Sahram Nazeri sang his Kurdish songs.

Other Southern Kurdish dialects in the province are most commonly named after
traditional tribal groupings rather than their location or linguistic position. Thus
Koly@’i is current in the northeastern sub-province of Sonqor, which was until
lately known as Sonqor-Kolya’i. The Zangana dialect, also a tribal namesake, has
speakers in the valleys to the south of the city of Kermanshah. Kalhori, itself a
broadly spread variety named after the Kalhor (q.v.) tribe, prevails in the
southern sub-provinces of Eslamabad (formerly Sahabad), Gilan-e Garb, and
southern Qasr-e Sirin, as well as in adjoining areas of Ilam Province (q.v.) and
Iraq’s Dyala (Diala) Province. Sanjabi is a tribe and dialect in the north of the
province, without toponymic association, as do other tribes mentioned above.
Another Kurdish dialect continuum that spreads across southwestern
Kermanshahan-Ilam-Iraq is known as Feyli or Fayli; M. Aliakbari et al. propose
‘Tlami’ as an alternative designation, on the grounds that the province of Ilam
(formerly known as Postkuh) is home to most of its speakers, but also to avoid
confusion with Feyli/Feili, a Northern Lori dialect (see Lori Language i. Lori
Dialects). It appears that the Southern Kurdish Feyli owes its name to the Little
Lor governors (wali) in the Qajar period, who administered PoStkuh of Lorestan,
corresponding to the modern province of Ilam (cf. Fattah, pp. 70-74). All these
Southern Kurdish varieties, as Ismail Kamandar Fattah shows in his broad

study Les dialectes kurdes méridionaux, are interrelated and largely mutually

intelligible.

In addition to the aforesaid varieties, there is Laki, an ethno-linguistic variety
which is spoken in Kermanshahan along its border with Lorestan Province, the
latter being home to the main body of Laki speakers. The classification of Laki as
a dialect of Southern Kurdish or as a distinct Kurdish language in its own right
remains controversial in the literature (see MacKenzie, 1961, p. 79; Fattah, pp.
55-62; Aliakbari et al.).



Notwithstanding the dialectal continuity that exists between Kermanshahan and
the adjoining provinces of I[lam and Lorestan (historical Postkuh and PiSkuh
respectively), a recent toponymy based on the element ¢am (Borjian, pp. 69-73)
reveals that while Postkuh and Piskuh have a solid Lori substratum,

Kermanshahan is a markedly Kurdophonic.

Kermanshahi Kurdish. Among the amorphous varieties classified as Southern
Kurdish, one may identify a fairly homogeneous group of vernaculars spoken in
and around the city of Kermanshah, particularly by the Kalhor (Kalh.), Zangana
(Zang.), and Sanjabi (Sanj.) tribes, which dialects constitute what I designate
here as Kermanshahi proper. Kermanshahi distinguishes itself from the rest of
Southern Kurdish dialects, including Kolya’i (in Sonqor) and Garrusi (spoken in
an enclave around Bijar) to its north and those of Postkuh to its south. In the
following notes, SK, CK, and NK abbreviate Southern Kurdish, Central Kurdish
(Sorani), and Northern Kurdish (Kurmanji), respectively, and ‘Kurd.’ stands for

common Kurdish.

A distinctive grammatical feature of Kermanshahi Kurdish is the absence of the
imperfective marker (NK dr-, CK da-, a-, SK a-, ma-) as in Kalh., Sanj., Zang.
xwam, xwdrdydm “I eat, I used to eat,” cf. SK of Kolya’i a-xwam, a-xwdrdydm and
Laki of Kakavand marem, ma-vdrd-em “id.,” Gurani ma-faw-rm, ma-raft-rm “I go, 1
used to go.” The diversity of Southern Kurdish can be exhibited in Kalh., Sanj.,
Zang. didm, Sahna’i mdtim, Kolya’i aiinydm, Qorva’i ahdtim, Bijari didtrm “I used
to see.” Another morphological isogloss of Kermanshahi Kurdish is the
differentiation of plural personal endings, 1 -tm, 2 -in, 3 -m (Fattah; cf. -rm, -m, -
en in Moradi et al.), in contradistinction to the merger of the second and third
plural in Southern Kurdish dialect of Kolya’i, Qorva, and Bijar and the union of

the three endings, into -in, in Central and Northern Kurdish.

The nominal morphology of Kermanshahi retains no case-number distinction
typical to Kurdish. The plural normally employs the collective suffix -ayl (cf. -gal

in other Southern Kurdish variants and in Baktiari Lori), as in Kalh., Sanj., Zang.
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dusayl “friends,” pasayl “sheep,” ¢éstayl “things,” kdrayl “deeds.” The suffix -dn
serves occasionally as the plural morpheme in both subject and object positions:
Kalh., Sanj., Zang. malawaragdn “the birds,” Kalh., Sanj. mendtagin (Zang.
mendtayl) “the children.” The ezafa marker is the invariable -r (Fattah) or -e
(Moradi et al.). A residue of original Kurdish inflection is the deictive suffix -d,
which is used in combination with demonstrative adjectives: Kalh., Sanj., Zang.
iy aspa ¢arme-a “this horse is white,” aw bdxa “that orchard,” aw Zenayla “those
women.” Kermanshahi Kurdish appear to be in the process of adopting the
Persian accusative marker -ra, e.g. Kalh. Sanj, Zang. Hasan Alr-a la ndw bdx dr

(cf. Kurmanji Hesen Eli di nava baxé de dit) “Hasan saw Ali in the garden.”

The phonology of Kermanshahi Kurdish conforms to general Kurdish in principle
but shows notable Gurani influence as well. True Kurdish diachronic features are
found in Kalh., Sanj., Zang. ¢1(y)n “to go,” dsk/dse “deer,” jiiya “barley,” dar
“door” (cf. Paul, 2008). Even the more recent sound changes that are largely
exclusive to Kurdish (idem; Asatrian and Livshits) hold true for the Kermanshahi
group of dialects. These include the development of postvocalic *-m to w in
Kalh., Zang. zaii, Sanj. zawr “earth” for Kurd. zawi (cf. Pers., Gurani zamin) and
Kalh., Sanj., Zang. ndw “name” for Kurd. nav/naw (but nima for NK niv “half”)
and the change -Sm > w, best exemplified by Kalh., Sanj., Zang. édw “eye” for

Kurd. ¢av/w, comparing to Gurani ¢am and Pers. ¢asm.

Notwithstanding the above examples, which suggest a long-lasting shared
history of Kermanshahi with other Kurdish dialects, there are nevertheless
features that separate the former from the main body of Kurdish continuum,
suggesting Gurani influence. First and foremost of the disagreements is the
outcome of Old Iranian initial *w-, which is w- in Kermanshahi, as is in Gurani,
versus b- in Kurdish: Kalh., Sanj., Zang. wd “wind,” wafr “snow,” we “willow,”
wersé “hungry,” wedneg “pretext,” Kalh., Zang. waii (but Sanj., Kolya’i bawr)
“bride,” corresponding to NK ba, barf, bi, bir¢i/birsi, bithana, bitk and CK ba, bafr,
bi, brrsi, ?, biik, respectively. Kalh., Sanj., Zang. iis- : wat- “say” (< *wac- : *waxt-
) contrast with NK béz- : got- (< *wac- : *gaub-), CK #¢- : got-, in which the

present stem is suppletive. The counterexamples such as Kalh., Sanj., Zang. brst



“twenty,” bahayst “paradise,” bafm “to weave,” guarg “wolf,” guat “flower” (cf.
Hawr. wili , Kurd. gut) are either residual Kurdish lexemes or loanwords from

Persian.

Along the same line of sound alteration, one may consider Kermanshahi Kurdish
X as a secondary development through contacts with Gurani and Persian: Kalh.,
Sanj., Zang. xanmn “to laugh” (cf. Kurd. k™anin, SK of Garrus kan-, Gurani xan-),
xefm “to buy” (for Kurd. k™rin), xar “donkey” (cf. Kurd. k™ar, Gurani har).
Moreover, *-rt > t appear in Zang., Sanj., Kolya’i pét, Kalh. perd/pyat, cf. CK
pird, NK pir. Also noteworthy is Kalh., Sanj., Zang. ziiwdn “language” (< Olr.

*hizwan-) which shows no irregular development as found in Kurd. ziman.
GURANI

Kermanshahan embraces the larger share of the Gurani (Gorani) speaking areas.
The language consists of two dialect groups, Gurani and Avromani (also known

as Hawrami).

Gurani-speaking settlements are found in three areas in western and central
Kermanshahan. Within Guran, a historical region that lies on the north side of
the highway that connects Kermanshah and Qasr-e Sirin, the Gurani-speaking
villages are clustered especially to the east of Kerend and in the region around
Sar-pol-e Zohab/Zahab and Qasr-e Sirin (the B3jalani dialect; MacKenzie, 1956).
There is also a smaller community of Gurani speakers in Kandula, in the north-
northeast of Kermanshah. Gurani settlements are also scattered across the border
into Iraq (Paul, 2007). In recent years, comprehensive fieldwork has been
conducted in the villages of Gowrajub, near Kerend (Sahbazi, 2008;
Mahmoudveysi et al.), and Zarda, 12 km northeast of Zahab (Mahmoudveysi
and Bailey).

Avromani has its stronghold in Avroman (q.v.), in the northwestern corner of

the province. Its domain extends from Pava northwestward, across



administrative borders but not very far, into Kordestan Province and Halabja in

Iraqi Kurdistan (see map in MacKenzie, 1966, p. 5).

PERSIAN

Persian has strong currency in the urban centers, above all in Kermanshah.
Although still understudied, the presence of Persian in the city can by no means
be recent, considering the enduring status of Kermanshah as the administrative
hub of the region coupled with its commercial and transit significance. However,
one cannot rule out the effect of modernism in the expanding role of Persian
through schooling and mass media and its adoption as vernacular by the urban
middle class as a token of social status. Language redistribution in Kermanshah
occurred during the Iran-Iraq War (qg.v.; 1980-88), on the part of the refugees
who formed new, Kurdish-speaking, peripheral neighborhoods (interviews).
These 20th-century vicissitudes may serve as a model of what may have
happened throughout history to affect the standing of Persian in Kermanshah:
cycles of expansion and contraction of the national language could be a function
of the engagement of the city with the national economy and administration
during periods of political and economic stability, on the one hand, and, on the
other, an influx of surrounding Kurdish tribes during urban downturns, which
would result in control of the city by tribal chieftains and emigration of

bureaucrats.

A recent study by Zohra Behju reveals that Kermanshahi Persian is no different
from the modern spoken Persian in morphosyntax. Chief phonological features
are w (for v) and aN, as in kana “house” and tanessan “to be able to”; these
sounds are likely to be influenced by Kurdish rather than having been inherited
from Classical Persian. Some notable characteristics are the object pronouns

(sg. mana, tona, una), verb stems (nis- : nesd- “sit,” present bas- “tie”), lenition
(xawidan “to sleep,” kordo-wud “he had eaten,” dasda-wasi “that you have”), and
Kurdish-driven vocabulary, such as lavaridan “to graze,” Sivandan “to stir,”

kerandan “to drag.”



NEO-ARAMAIC

Neo-Aramaic-speaking Jewish communities of Kermanshahan were found mainly
in the rural areas and towns of Qasr-e Sirin, Zahab, Kerend, and Kangavar. These
communities are extensions of those in Kordestan Province of Iran and adjoining
area in Iraq; hence their dialects are collectively classified under the Kurdistan
Jewish branch of Northeastern Neo-Aramaic, as a language group having
Sanandaj at its geographic center and Kerend at its southern frontier. The city of
Kermanshah does not historically belong to this dialect area, although it
absorbed Aramaic speakers from rural areas (Hopkins, 1999, 2000; cf. Iran vii.

Non-Iranian Languages (10). Aramaic).

The Jews of Kordestan-Kermanshahan call themselves huldys and their

language lisana nowsan (our tongue), equaling the exonyms lesan-e hulai used by
Iranian-speaking Jews and zwani miisai used in Kurdish. Almost all the speakers
have immigrated (field interviews with informants in Great Neck, New York,
August 2014). It should be noted that the bulk of the Jewish residents of the city
of Kermanshah were Persophonic, having come in modern times from Mashad

and elsewhere in Persia and from Bukhara.
TURKIC

In the northwestern town of Sonqor, an isolated ‘Sonqori’ Turkic dialect is
spoken within a Kurdish surrounding. Gerhard Doerfer (q.v.) classified this
idiom as a distinctive member of Southern Oghuz or Af3ar (q.v.) group of Turkic
languages (apud Bulut, p. 245). The number of speakers of Sonqori is about
40,000 in the Songor valley, the large majority of whom live in the town of
Sonqor. The residents of the town are typically trilingual in Turkish, Kurdish,

and Persian (Bulut).

A remarkable characteristic of Sonqori morphosyntax is the substantial impact it
has received from Iranian, chiefly due to its long and intensive contact with a

Kurdish environment. As Bulut has demonstrated, Sonqori has borrowed several



grammatical clitics from Iranian languages, including the adjective suffix -tar (as
in ¢uxdar “more,” cf. Pers. bistar “id.”), the indefinite article -i (as in Sa‘eri “a
poet”), the definite article -aka (from Kurdish; e.g., uSag-ekce-le “the

children”). Following the Persian norm, Sonqori combines a nominal verb form
with a Turkish auxiliary, e.g., calquing sohbeet ile- “talk” from Persian sohbat
kardan. Notwithstanding the strong Iranian influence, Bulut maintains that
Sonqori has essentially retained its Turkic character by way of pronouns,
adverbs, verbs, a minimum of case morphology, postpositional phrases, a system

of verb paradigms, among other inherent grammatical features.

HISTORICAL NOTE

In his seminal article “The Origins of Kurdish,” D. N. MacKenzie (having
observed that Gurani is more closely related to the Caspian languages than to
the Kurdish dialects that surround them) hypothesizes an “occupation of the
southern Zagros and surrounding area by the Goran,” and, “in more recent
times, a secondary expansion of the Kurds, from the north, which led to their
overrunning and gradually absorbing all but the surviving Goran,” but leaves the

timing of these hypothetical movements at loose ends (MacKenzie, 1961, p. 86).

The question remains: what could have been the language of Kermanshahan
before the coming of the Guran and the Kurds? Neither the Achaemenid royal
inscriptions of Bisotun nor the Avroman Documents (q.v.) tell anything about
the local language, and the paucity of direct linguistic evidence makes it
necessary to resort to historical geography. One may consider a ‘Median’ variety,
on the grounds that at least eastern Kermanshahan was in the territory

of Media (later known as Pahla/Fahla, Jebal, ‘Erag-e ‘Ajam; qq.v.). This claim is
attested by the toponyms Mahidast (locally: Mayest) and Mayen Kuh (north of
Songor), with the element Mah/May (< Olr. Mada-) corresponding to Media, as
well as by the early Islamic sources (where geography of the region first comes
to light in some detail). Therein we learn that Qermasin (Kermanshah) was one
of the four seats of Jebal (Le Strange, p. 187) and that, of the eight regions that
constituted the territory of Fahla (Ebn Kordadbeh, p. 57), there were Dinavar,



which is just to the east of Kangavar (q.v.), and Mehrajan-qadaq and
Masabadan, which, according to Le Strange (p. 202), would be to the south of
the present Mahidast.

Accordingly, one expects some documentation from Kermanshahan regarding
the medieval literary genre known as fahlaviyat (q.v.), since the provenances of
some works of that type are recognized as having been in several regions of
Fahla. None, however, comes closer than Hamadan to Kermanshah. This may be
explained in multiple ways: an absence of the fahlaviyat tradition in
Kermanshahan, deficiency in documentation or preservation of manuscripts, or
an early disappearance of the Fahlavi/Median language in Kermanshahan.
Nevertheless, in this context, one cannot leave unmentioned the 6rama, as an
alternative designation for a fahlavi poem, and 6raman/oramanan,

as fahlavi melodies (lahn-e 6raman o bayt-e pahlavi; Sams-al-Din Razi, p. 143). It
is very likely indeed that this term is connected to the Avromani dialect of the
Gurani language, but whether Avromani was then spoken in its current home,
Avroman (Hawraman), in the far corner of Kermanshahan, or somewhere along
the Guran migration route from a probable Caspian region, remains an open

question.

(The author would like to thank Soru§ Sahbazi for the information he furnished

from his current fieldwork throughout the province.)
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