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Abstract 

This paper presents the results of a socio-linguistic research conducted from March to May 

2007 among four minority communities in Azerbaijan,  namely the Lezgis, the Udis, the 

Georgians (Ingiloys) and the Talyshs. The goals of t he research were to investigate current 

possibilities for the instruction of minority langua ges and minority histories at school as well as 

attitudes of teachers and parents towards instruction in the state language respectively in 

minority languages.  

In a first part, the paper studies the development of i nterethnic relations in Azerbaijan and the 

state policy towards minorities after 1991 independenc e. The findings of the research are 

presented in the chapters on language use and attitude s, on modalities of minority language 

education and history teaching as well as on minority  media. The paper concludes with a short 

overview over the international and local organizati ons active in minority issues in Azerbaijan.  

This report is based on interviews and observations c onducted both in Baku and in the regions 

of compact settlement of the investigated minority co mmunities. Among our interviewees in 

Baku figured education policy and minority researchers,  policy analysts, historians, Human 

Rights and minority rights activists, editors-in-chi ef of minority newspapers as well as 

representatives from the Ministry of Education. In t he regions, we mainly interviewed 

teachers, school directors, parents and Human Rights a ctivists as well as representatives from 

the District Education Department and from the local government. Due to a lack of time, only a 

relatively restricted number of persons could be inte rviewed. Therefore, the findings of this 

research may not be representative for the whole popul ation. Furthermore, in some regions we 

faced serious restrictions on our work from the offi cial side.  
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1. Interethnic Relations in Azerbaijan 

1.1 Ethnic Profile and Regional Distribution of Minorit ies 

The latest population census conducted by the authoriti es of Azerbaijan dates from 1999. 

According to this census, Azerbaijan has a population  of 7’953’400 people, 91 per cent of which 

are ethnic Azeris. The main ethnic minorities are L ezgis (178 thousand or 2.2 per cents), 

Russians (141,7 thousand or 1.8 per cents), Talyshs (76,8 thousand or 1.0 per cents), Avars 

(50,9 thousand or 0.6 per cents), Turks-Meskhetians (43,4 thousand or 0.5 per cents), Tatars 

(30 thousand or 0.4 per cents ), Ukrainians (29 tho usand or 0.4 per cents), Georgians (14,9 

thousand or 0.2 per cents), Kurds (13,1 thousand or 0 .2 per cents), Tats (10,9 thousand or 0.1 

per cents), and Jews (8,9 thousand or 0.1 per cents, w hich are divided into European 

(Ashkenazi), Mountainous and Georgian Jews). 3 

The North Caucasian subgroup includes Lezgis, Avars,  Tsakhurs, Udis, Ingiloys, Kryzs, 

Budugs and Khinaligs, with the Lezgis playing a leadin g role in this group. They have lived on 

the territory of present-day Azerbaijan since ancient  times. They mainly live in the northeast of 

Azerbaijan in the basin of the Samur river, as well  as on the eastern slopes of the Greater 

Caucasus range. A group of ethnicities known as “Sha khdags” comprises the Khinaligs, Budugs 

and Kryzs – which are essentially the residents of th ree remote mountain villages named after 

these ethnic communities. None of the population cens us ever counted them. However, their 

number is estimated at 10’000 people. 4 At present, a part of them moved from their initia l 

mountainous settlements to the plains.  5  

 

1.1.1 Lezgis 

In independent Azerbaijan 6, Lezgis make up the second largest group after the et hnic Azeris. 

They live in the northern part of Azerbaijan along t he border with Russia. According to the 

1999 census, the Lezgi population is 178’000 and const itutes 2.2 per cents of Azerbaijan’s 

population. However, ethnographic research conducted by  the Institute of Peace and 

Democracy between 1994 to 1998 in the north-eastern  regions of the country showed that a 

more realistic number of Lezgis in Azerbaijan range s between 250’000 and 260’000 people. 40 

per cent of all Lezgis in Azerbaijan live in Gusar di strict, where they constitute the absolute 

majority of the district’s population (90 per cent). Fu rther, they compactly live in a number of 

villages in Quba and Xacmaz district in the northeast , and in Gebele and Sheki district in the 
                                                 
3 Official Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan 
http://www.mfa.gov.az/eng/foreign_policy/inter_affairs /human/ethnic.shtml  
4 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, in European Yearbook of Minority Issues , Vol 4, 
2004/5, p. 488 
5 Izmailova, Attiga, “The Population of Azerbaijan”, W orking Paper for the Commission on Ethnic 
Minorities of the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly, Baku, 20 05 
6 Independence refers to the 1991 independence after the  fall of the Soviet Union 
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centre-north of Azerbaijan. 15 per cent live in the capital Baku, while the majority resides in 

rural regions.  7  

The Lezgi language is part of the Dagestan branch of  the Caucasian languages and includes 

three distinct dialects. Most Lezgis in Azerbaijan ar e bi- or trilingual, speaking Lezgi, 

Azerbaijani and Russian.  8 A Latin-based script was developed for the Lezgi lan guage in 1928, 

using a dialect spoken in Dagestan as the literacy st andard. In 1938, this script was abandoned 

in favor of a modified Cyrillic script that is still i n use now.9 Lezgis adhere to Sunni Islam, 

whereas the majority of the Azeris are Shiite. Poli tically, Lezgis never formed a large 

confederation, preferring through most of their hist ory to maintain their tribal loyalties. 10  

Some 250’000 Lezgis live in southern Dagestan, a re public in the south of Russia bordering 

Azerbaijan. The Lezgi people has been split up since 18 60 between the territories of Russia and 

Azerbaijan, but only after the break-up of the Sovie t Union, when the border between Russia 

and Azerbaijan became international, they found thems elves in the position of a truly divided 

people.  

The Lezgis from Azerbaijan have close relations to Dagestan. These ties affect their relation to 

their official nation-state Azerbaijan. While Lezgi s in Azerbaijan are considered an ethnic 

minority, in Dagestan they form one of the constitu ting groups of the republic. Dagestan has 

clearly a multi-ethnic character, while Azerbaijan promotes a unitary state structure. In 

Dagestan, Lezgi language ranks as a state language along with Russian and other languages 

spoken in the republic. Lezgis can learn their langua ge in schools and institutions of higher 

education, hear it spoken on television and radio, and read books and magazines printed in 

their mother tongue. 11 Dagestan’s two million inhabitants are divided into a pproximately 36 

different nationalities and speak more than two-dozen different languages. However, the Lezgi 

are among the most disadvantaged groups in Dagestan, e specially in the labor market. 12  

 

1.1.2 Udis 

Besides Lezgi, another member of the North Caucasia n language family is the Udi language. 

The Udis live in the north of Azerbaijan, in Gabala and Oguz district, where they compactly 

live in the villages of Nidzh and Oguz. In the 1989 c ensus, 8’000 Udis were counted in the 

USSR, 6’100 of whom lived in Azerbaijan, with their majority (4’500) residing in the village of 

                                                 
7 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, p.486 
8 Matveeva, Anna, “Minorities in the South Caucasus”, paper  submitted to the Working Group on 
Minorities in 2003, United Nations High Commissioner f or Human Rights, Sub-regional Seminar on 
Minority Rights: Cultural Diversity and Development in C entral Asia, Bishkek, October 2004, p.17 
9 Clifton, John M. and others; “The Sociolinguistic Sit uation of the Lezgi in Azerbaijan”, SIL 
International , 2005, p. 3 
10 “The Lezgins of Azerbaijan”, Minorities at Risk , University of Maryland, 2001 
11 “Azerbaijan: Voices Falling Silent”, Transitions Online , 24 August 2006 
12 For more info, see “The Lezgins of Russia”, Minorities at Risk , University of Maryland, 2001 
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Nidzh in Gabala district. The 1999 census registered 4 ’200 Udis in the village of Nidzh and 104 

Udis in Oguz. The majority of the Udis are rural resi dents. 

The Udi church can be traced back to the historic chu rch of Old Albania. According to Farida 

Mammadova, an Azerbaijani historian and head of the Ca ucasus Albania Research Center, 

after the Arabian conquest of Caucasus Albania in t he eighth century, most of its population, 

including many Udis, adopted Islam and assimilated with Tu rkic tribes. But some of them, who 

lived in the mountainous parts of Caucasus Albania – the Karabakh and the Sheki-Zagkatala 

districts of modern Azerbaijan – managed to preserve t heir beliefs and language through the 

centuries. Despite the collapse of Caucasus Albania i n 705, the Albanian Church existed until 

the 19 th century and had its own places of worship, attended by Udis. 13 In 1836 Tsar Nicholas I 

forced the Udi people to give up the Albanian tradition. The Udis in Oguz joined the Georgian 

Orthodox Church, whereas the Udis in Nidzh joined the Armenian Church. Because of this 

affiliation, a lot of surnames of the Udis in Nidzh w ere modified to resemble Armenian 

surnames. During the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh , this led to a fear of reprisals from 

neighbors against them. The fear of association wit h Armenians, as well as economic hardship, 

accounted for the emigration of many Udis from Nidzh  to Russia. However, in the second half of 

the 90s, the Udi people received permission to change th eir surnames back to the traditional 

forms. According to our interviewees in Nidzh, this h as entirely eliminated the animosity of 

their neighbors towards them.  

The vast majority of the Udis from Oguz - who joined the Georgian Orthodox church - have 

moved to the village of Oktomberi in western Georgia , which was established between 1919 and 

1922 by a group of Udis from Oguz. Nowadays, only abou t 30 families still live in Oguz. 14 

 

1.1.3 Georgians (Ingiloys) 15 

According to the 1999 census, 14’900 Georgians live in Azerbaijan (0.2 per cent). With the 

exception of about 2’500 Georgians residing in Baku and Ganja, all Georgians live in provinces, 

namely in the districts of Gakh (7’500 people), Zakat ala (3’000 people) and Belakan (2’000 

people). 

The specifics of origin of the Ingiloys are still de bated by researchers and much remains 

unclear. They are considered to be one of the oldest l ocal ethnicities who, in early medieval 

times, accepted Christianity, more particularly its Ge orgian branch. With time, they started to 

speak Georgian. Later on, in the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, local Georgian-

speaking populations converted to Islam. After the con quering of Azerbaijan by the Russian 

                                                 
13 “Christian Udins preserve rich heritage”, BakuSun  
14 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Sit uation of the Udi in Azerbaijan”, SIL International , 
2005, p.3 
15 Christian Ingiloys in Azerbaijan call themselves Georg ians, whereas in Georgia, they are referred to as 
Ingiloys. 
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Empire, many Ingiloys reconverted to Christianity. To day’s Muslim part of the Ingiloys 

identifies themselves as Azeris, while the Christian s claim they are Georgians.  

The Ingiloys did not count as a separate ethnicity duri ng the Soviet period and, therefore, were 

constantly neglected by the population censuses. 16 

 

1.1.4 Talysh 

The Talysh are an Iranian people who are settled in th e south-eastern part of Azerbaijan, 

mainly in the Lenkeran, Yardimly, Masalli, Lerik and  Astara districts. The 1999 census 

registered 76’800 Talyshs in Azerbaijan. Primarily, they are rural residents (97 per cent). The 

latest census however indicates their presence also i n the cities of Sumgayit and Baku. The 

1999 census data undoubtedly under-represents the actual  number of the Talysh population. A 

more realistic number seems to be between 200’000 a nd 250’000 Talysh living in Azerbaijan. 17 

Some of the Soviet censuses ignored the existence of  Talyshs in Azerbaijan: the 1926 census 

counted 77’039 Talyshs living in Soviet Azerbaijan (3.3 per cent). In the 1959, 1970 and 1979 

censuses they simply disappeared from the list of Sovie t ethnicities. Only in the 1989 census 

the Talysh had again the possibility to indicate thei r ethnicity. However, only 21’200 people 

registered as Talysh, which corresponds to 0.3 per cent  of the population of Soviet Azerbaijan. 

Their language of communication is Talysh, relating  to the Iranian group of the Indo-European 

linguistic family. Talysh has three major dialects — Northern (in Azerbaijan and Iran), 

Central (in Iran), and Southern (in Iran), regarded by some linguists as separate languages. 

These dialects also have a number of sub-dialects. Mo st Talysh are bi-lingual, speaking Talysh 

and Azerbaijani. Talysh adhere to Shi’a Islam. Histor ically, the Talysh came under Turkish 

influence during the Middle-Ages, but established thei r own khanate in the 17th century, with 

the capital first in Astara and later in Lenkeran. At  the 1828 peace treaty of Turkmenchay, the 

Talysh lands were divided between Russia and Iran. 18 According to data from 1983, nearly 

100’000 Talysh live in Iran. 19 

 

1.2 The Ethno-linguistic Situation in Soviet Azerbaijan  

Before Stalin built up his authoritarian regime, So viet policies were rather supportive of 

cultural diversity and ethnic identity. In the 1920s,  many minor ethnic groups had their own 

schools and issued numerous magazines and newspapers.  All these activities were coordinated 
                                                 
16 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, p.487 
17 Ibid, p.489 
18 Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) – Talysh 
http://www.unpo.org/member_profile.php?id=65  
19 Kotecha, Hema, “Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbai jan: Emerging trends and tensions”, A 
Discussion Paper, OSCE, July 2006, p.34 
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by special governmental structures. During the same period, alphabets were created for those 

ethnic communities that did not have written language s.20 However, by the 1930s, when Stalin 

tightened his regime, Soviet ethnic policies underwent  radical changes. 

From the thirties till the perestroika, the expressio n of nationalist sentiment and political 

demands based on ethnicity were suppressed. Ethnic minori ties in the Soviet Union were 

subjected to rigid constraints beyond which national  expression was not allowed to expand.  

Demands for administrative autonomy were not tolerate d. 21  

All Soviet population censuses deliberately understated the numbers of minor ethnic 

populations or, rather, they were classified as parts o f bigger ethnicities, while some of them 

simply vanished from the Soviet ethnic map. As a resul t, serious inconsistencies occurred 

between the official statistical data and the actual numbers of people in such minor ethnic 

groups as the Lezgis, Kurds, Tats, Talyshs, Tsakhurs and others. Arif Yunus, an ethnographic 

researcher from the Baku-based Institute of Peace an d Democracy, stated in this context: 

“However, in addition to the USSR’s malicious ethnic policies, these deliberate distortions were 

caused by other factors as well. As early as in the nineteenth century, a process of rather 

intensive ethnic identity changes was taking place am ong many Muslim ethnicities. In the 

official Russian statistics, the Kurds, Tats Talyshs , Tsakhurs and Lezgis were often referred to 

as “Turks” or “Azerbaijani Tatars”.” According to Yu nus, this was a “natural process” of 

assimilation of minor ethnic groups in the regions o f Azeri ethnic predominance. Yunus 

continued that “contrary processes started to occur b y 1989 when some of the communities 

began to reemphasize their ethnic identity.” 22 

 

1.3 The Development of Interethnic Relations in Azerbai jan after 

1991 Independence 

Two powerful currents – towards depopulation and mono-e thnicity – have become distinctive 

features of the post-independence period, as minoritie s are more prone to emigrate than Azeris. 

Most of the Armenians, many Russians, Jew and Greeks  have already left Azerbaijan. 

According to the 1999 census, the Russian population i n Azerbaijan fell to a third of its 1979 

level, with 141’700 officially registered. The curre nt estimates are even lower, at about 100’000 

Russians actually living in the country. 23 The same trend affects smaller indigenous groups, 

such as the Udis, Avars, Laz, Tats and Tsakhurs. As s tate support for their languages and 

culture diminishes, there is an intensification of t he fear among minority groups that they 

might disappear altogether as distinct communities. Th e authorities, continuing the Soviet 

                                                 
20 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, p.484 
21 Matveeva, Anna, “The South Caucasus: Nationalism, Conflic t and Minorities”, Minority Rights Group 
International , May 2002, p.8 
22 Interview with Arif Yunus, Head of the Department of Conflict and Migration Studies, Institute of 
Peace and Democracy, in Baku in April 2007 
23 Interview with Arif Yunus in Baku in April 2007 
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practice of registering some representatives of mino rity groups as members of the titular 

groups, diminish even more their official proportion; t his is regarded by the state as an 

important aspect of nation-building. 24 

The Nagorno-Karabakh war has deeply affected inter-eth nic relations in Azerbaijan. The Azeri 

government, fearing further secessionist forces, is  wary of recognizing any level of ethnic 

demands. It is widely believed that if emerging secessi onist tendencies had been suppressed 

from the beginning, it might have been possible to prevent separatism in Karabakh. The Azeri 

authorities adopted the position that the Karabakh sit uation must be resolved before other 

minority issues can be tackled. 25  

Moreover, minorities are seen as susceptible to mani pulation by outsiders, since many of them 

live in the border areas next to their kin states. 26  

 

1.3.1 Ethnic Minorities’ Search for Identity after 1991 Independen ce 

According to Arif Yunus, in the early 90s many Lezgi s, Talyshs and other minority 

representatives considered themselves Azeri. Yunus c ontinued: “In the mid 90s, a process of 

search for the ethnic identity began, in part reinfo rced by the war with Armenia over Nagorno-

Karabakh. The intelligentsia of the different nation al minorities raised questions about their 

background, and they started to print their own newspa pers. Their claims were however minor. 

This process was a “normal” process, there was no rea son to be afraid, but the regime in Baku 

was frightened. This comes from the Soviet mentality ; most of all, they fear the word 

“problem”. 27 

 

1.3.2 Lezgi Activism since Independence 

Tensions between Lezgis and Azeris began in 1992, bu t reached a peak in mid-1994. Baku’s 

policy of forcibly drafting Lezgi men into the army f or deployment in the war in Karabakh 

resulted in a high mobilization of the Lezgis around this issue. 28 A considerable degree of 

collective identity was forged during mass demonstrati ons against the draft, many of which 

turned violent. With the end of armed conflict in 199 4, the protest and mobilizations has 

subsided. The collective identity of Lezgis has not pr oven to be as strong in the absence of a 

concrete issue around which to organize collective po litical action. 29  

                                                 
24 Matveeva, Anna, “The South Caucasus: Nationalism, Conflic t and Minorities”, p. 15 
25 Ibid, p.17 
26 Ibid, p.15 
27 Interview with Arif Yunus in Baku in April 2007 
28 Interview with Fazil Mahmudov, head of the local Helsi nki Committee branch in Gusar, in April 2007 
29 “The Lezgins of Azerbaijan”, Minorities at Risk , University of Maryland, 2001 
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In 1989, the “Sadval” (Unity) movement was founded. In Dagestan, Sadval called in 1991 for 

the creation of an independent Lezgistan, made up by L ezgi territories in Dagestan and 

Azerbaijan. In 1991, another Lezgi movement, “Samur ”, was formed, that does not push for 

unification but for the development of mechanisms to improve cross-border relations. The more 

moderate view represented by Samur is having greater  support among Lezgis in Azerbaijan. In 

1994, the Azeri authorities banned Sadval after accu sing group members of having carried out 

a bomb attack on the Baku metro. Sadval remained acti ve in Dagestan, but Azerbaijan’s Lezgis 

grew leery of public activism and even public celebrat ions of their culture. 30 The claim of an 

independent Lezgistan was officially rejected by Sadva l in 1996.  

By far the largest grievance that the Lezgis have a gainst the government in Moscow and Baku 

is what they see as the artificial division of their  lands that occurred when the Soviet Union 

collapsed. Becoming international in 1991, the border  was still more or less free to pass until 

1994, when the Russian government tightened border c ontrols after the outbreak of hostilities 

in Chechnya in order to stop Islamic guerillas from reaching the break-away republic. The 

border reopened in 1996, but the issue of division co ntinues to cause anger. Sadval now has 

shifted its focus and presses for a less tight border  control and the creation of a tax-free zone. 

Dagestan acknowledges the problem of division, but Aze rbaijan does not, because of the 

implications for the issue of Azeris divided between Ir an and Azerbaijan. 31 

The younger generation of Lezgis has left northern Azerbaijan for Baku in large numbers and 

seems to prefer the status quo. They believe that th eir interests are best served by integrating 

into Azeri society. The growing reality of statehoo d has dampened secessionist expressions and 

marginalized any hard-line nationalists. 32 Nowadays, Lezgis in northern Azerbaijan clearly 

seem to be concerned with cultural protections rather  than political autonomy. For instance, in 

the November 2005 parliamentary elections in Azerba ijan, the Lezgi language was reportedly 

the main electoral issue for candidates from Lezgi-po pulated areas. 33 The most frequent 

complaints by Azerbaijan’s Lezgis include the neglige nce of Lezgi language education and Lezgi 

media.  

Increasingly, Lezgis in Azerbaijan are accused of Wa hhabist activities. It is believed that 

radical Islam is gaining influence in particular amon g the Lezgins, Avars and Chechens. In 

2000 it was reported that Wahhabi and Sadval organizat ions were cooperating: this argument 

was used to show the involvement of Armenia and Russi a in manipulating various groupings in 

the north of the country for putting pressure on Baku  when necessary.  34 A Lezgi activist in 

Baku voiced concern about Lezgi nationalists being a ccused either of cooperating with Wahhabi 

or Dagestani (linked to Sadval) terrorist movements. According to her, Sadval is used as a 

                                                 
30 “Azerbaijan: Voices Falling Silent”, Transitions Online , 24 August 2006 
31 Matveeva, Anna, “The South Caucasus: Nationalism, Conflic t and Minorities”, p. 17 
For further information on the Azeri minority in Iran, see:  “Iranian Azeris: A Giant Minority”, The 
Washington Institute for near East Policy, Policy Watch #1 111, 6 June 2006 
32 Kotecha, Hema, “Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbai jan: Emerging trends and tensions”, p.39 
33 “Azerbaijan: Lezgins Pessimistic About Election”, IWPR, CRS No. 307, 6 October 2005 
34 Kotecha, Hema, “Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbai jan: Emerging trends and tensions”, pp.44-45 
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“threat” to which Baku can refer as a justification  for restrictions. The police can use this 

alleged threat to persecute, harass and extort bribes . 

Before our trip to the Lezgi-populated north of Azerba ijan, we were warned by Arzu 

Abdullayeva, chairwoman of the Helsinki Citizens’ As sembly, and Arif Yunus in Baku that we 

might put into danger the people we would interview. Th ey underlined that the state practices 

a policy of strong repression against the Lezgi. Furt her, they warned us that the Lezgi 

population is afraid of speaking to anyone who is comin g from Baku, and even more to a 

foreigner. They predicted that interviewees would si mply say what the authorities want to 

hear: that there are no problems. However, the situa tion on place seemed more relaxed. The 

chairman of the local HCA branch explained that the times of strict control of all activities 

belong to the past. According to him, the easing of t he situation took place with the change of 

the local government in 2004. 

 

1.3.3 Talysh Activism since Independence 

In June 1993, at the time of general turmoil in Aze rbaijan which ended the short rule of the 

Azeri Popular Front, ethnic Talysh Alikram Humbatov,  a former commander of a military unit 

in southern Azerbaijan, proclaimed himself leader of t he ”Talysh-Mugan Republic”. He ordered 

a group of officers to establish a break-away republi c of seven districts of south-east Azerbaijan, 

which lasted two month. The local population, however,  did not support him. Humbatov’s plan 

to take advantage of the general political turmoil w as miscalculated, and his upraise was easily 

crushed by the regime of Heidar Aliev. Azeris widely c onsider this ‘coup’ as being planned and 

supported by the Russian KGB, Russia seeking to keep th e Caucasus under its influence. 

Humbatov now lives in the Netherlands, after being p ardoned in 2004 from a life prison 

sentence.35  

Nowadays, the issue of a realistic assessment of the  size of the Talysh community is still to be 

resolved. The suppression of Talysh identity and their i nability to promulgate their culture and 

language during the Soviet period has left its trac es. In addition, the brief period of separatism 

in 1993 has caused a deep-rooted fear of being accused of colluding with Armenia or Russia.  36 

These two factors have caused a deep reluctance of voi cing any kind of national expressions. 

Official statistics, as stated above, indicate the nu mber of Talysh living in Azerbaijan at 76’800 

people. Talysh activists however claim that up to a mi llion Talysh live on the territory of 

Azerbaijan. 37 

                                                 
35 Interview with Arzu Abdullayeva, chairwoman of the Helsin ki Citizens’ Assembly Azerbaijan, in Baku 
in March 2007 
36 Accusations of Talysh making agreements with the Armenians have been repeated, for example in 
2005, when the Azeri Presidential Consultant on Minoritie s brought up this issue.  
37 Interview with Talysh activists in Lenkeran and Baku in Marc h/April 2007 
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Arif Yunus stated in this regard that “significant c hanges have occurred in Talysh self-

identification over the last 10 years” 38. “Nowadays, Azerbaijan’s Talysh community cannot be  

easily characterized. The group”, Yunus said, “is ro ughly divided between those who seek to 

obtain independence from Azerbaijan, those who want c ultural autonomy within Azerbaijan, 

and those who want to promote Talysh language and cul ture, but also to establish warmer ties 

with ethnic Azeris”. 39  

Hema Kotecha, a development researcher and anthropologi st who wrote a discussion paper on 

Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbaijan  in 2006, stated that “Talysh identity” was fairly 

nebulous and that during her research it was virtuall y impossible to tell the level of support for 

any form of the Talysh movement. Kotecha notes that  the main difficulty to assess the nature 

of Talysh identity and the extent of its potential politicization or possibility of bringing it to the 

public sphere is the intense public-private divide. She a rgues that the lack of interest by many 

in their ethnicity and the dislike of the ethnic ques tion can be explained to a large extend by 

the historical suppression. Further, according to Kote cha the lack of interest is also due to 

pragmatism – that it is not professionally useful to be Talysh – and to a certain dislike of non-

conformism in society in general. Last, she notes t hat parts of the Talysh movement are 

terrified of the police. 40  

The experiences we made during out research in the so uthern regions of Azerbaijan go in line 

with the above statements. The people we interviewed could be classified into two groups: on 

the one hand Talysh activists who usually went very far in their statements and claims; on the 

other hand people who were completely disinterested in T alysh issues and usually answered 

inconsistently to the question whether they are Tal ysh or Azeri and whether their mother 

tongue is Talysh or Azerbaijani. Zahir Amanov, edito r-in-chief of the independent regional 

newspaper “South News”, thinks that there is a seriou s problem in the present day self-

perception of the Talysh people. “People here don’t know who they are, Talysh or Azeri. When 

they meet some Talysh nationalists, those nationali sts make them say “I’m Talysh”, but in 

many other occasions they say “I’m Azeri””. 41 Ella Alibekova, a historian from the Academy of 

Sciences in Baku, mentioned that “for a large number  of Talysh, their being Talysh is restricted 

to the family sphere and the Talysh-speaking community . Towards the outside world, they 

deny their ethnic belonging.” 42 The editor-in-chief of the “South News” independent n ewspaper 

further mentioned that “in a poll conducted among the pe ople in the south of Azerbaijan, in 

which everybody could indicate which are his or her biggest concerns, the issue of promoting 

Talysh language did not even occupy the 10 th place. Economic hardship, especially the large 

                                                 
38 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, p.489 
39 “Azerbaijan: US-Iran Tensions Cause for Minority Arres ts?”, Eurasianet , 5. March 2007 
40 Kotecha, Hema, “Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbai jan: Emerging trends and tensions”, pp.34-35 
41 Interview with Zahir Amanov, editor in chief of the “South N ews” independent newspaper, in Lenkeran 
in April 2007 
42 Interview with Ella Alibekova, Historian at the Academy  of Science in Baku, in April 2007 
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number of unemployed people in the southern  regions, a nd concerns of every-day life are much 

more pressing to the people.” 43 

Talysh activists, in turn, are highly concerned wit h the fate of the Talysh culture, history and 

language. Their major claims are to open a faculty for Talysh language in the Lenkeran State 

University, to broadcast Talysh-language TV programs on state TV for several hours a week, 

and to get some state funding for organizing Talysh c ultural activities like for example folkloric 

dance. Talysh activists stated further that they woul d like Talysh to be an official state 

language, among Azeri and other minority languages a s for example Lezgi language. 44 Some of 

the Talysh activists we met went as far as saying t hat Azerbaijani language developed out of 

the Talysh language. Arif Yunus explains this by wha t he calls “the psychology of minorities”, 

“which makes them exaggerate facts and overestimate  the role that their community played. 

For instance, the population figures they give conce rning the Talysh population in Azerbaijan 

are out of any relations.” 45  

During our research trip in Lenkeran, our interviewe es indicated very different numbers when 

asked about the percentages of the Talysh population l iving in the Lenkoran district. The 

Chairman of the Department of Public Relations of th e local authorities indicated that 82 per 

cent of the population were Azeri, and 12 per cent were  Talysh. Later on, he said that in fact 90 

per cent of the population have Talysh roots, but they  consider themselves Azeri. About himself 

he told us: “My roots are Talysh, my ethnic belongin g is Talysh, but I consider myself Azeri.” 

Further he explained: “I was Talysh, but today we are members of Azerbaijan, that’s why today 

I am Azeri.” When asked about his mother tongue, he said Azeri. He prolonged: “Talyshs are a 

small nation. When I go to Europe, and people ask me wh o I am, and I answer Talysh, they will 

not know who I am. But when I say Azeri, they will immediately know where I am coming 

from”. 

Talysh people hold a lot of official posts in Lenkeran.  However, they very often deny their 

ethnic background, pretending that they are Azeri. Ari f Yunus describes them as being “more 

Azeri than a real Azeri”. (Arif Yunus explains: “Who  was putting forward the russification in 

Soviet Azerbaijan? Not the Russians, but the Azeris  themselves!”) Indeed, one Talysh activist 

complained that with the change of the rector of the university three years ago from an Azeri to 

a Talysh, he buried all his hopes that there will ev er be a faculty for Talysh language studies 

opened. 

At the time we were in Lenkeran, the situation was especially tense due to the recent arrest of 

a prominent member of the Talysh minority. In Februa ry 2007, Novruzali Mammadov, head of 

the Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan’s Institute o f Philology, editor-in-chief of the Talysh-

language newspaper Tolyshi Sado (Voice of the Talysh) and head of the Talysh Cultural Center, 

                                                 
43 Interview with Zahir Amanov 
44 Interview with Talysh activists in Lenkeran and Baku in Marc h/April 2007 
45 Interview with Arif Yunus in Baku 
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was arrested in Baku and charged with high treason. 46 Some Azeri analysts believe that 

growing tensions between the United States and Iran h ave prompted his arrest. Arif Yunus 

characterizes the arrests as part of a campaign to g ive the “appearance of fighting against 

terrorism, a demonstration which the Azeri authoriti es, from time to time, make to the United 

States and the West”. 47 

Increasingly, minorities in Azerbaijan are associat ed with the growing religious activism in the 

country. Currently, it is claimed that Iranian influ ence is growing in the Lenkeran area, which 

affirms more and more a Muslim identity with new mosq ues and madrassas being built with 

financial backing from Iran. The proximity of the T alysh people in southern Azerbaijan to the 

Iranian border is believed to reinforce Iran’s religi ous influence. 48 The Turan news agency 

distributed a report claiming that Iranian intelligenc e services usually look among the Talysh 

minority when recruiting Azerbaijan-based agents.  

We perceived the atmosphere in Lenkeran to be very te nse. We did not get permission by the 

local authorities to go to schools or to any other official institution. When we approached people 

in official positions, for example at the District Edu cation Department, they were very 

reluctant to give us any information, saying that t hey were not allowed to answer any question 

without the permission of the head of the department. S ome Talysh activists were afraid to 

meet with us or told us not to mention to anybody ab out our meeting. In a discussion with one 

Talysh activist and several Azeri human rights activ ists, we asked the Talysh activist about the 

activities of his Talysh cultural centre. He underli ned that he does not conduct any political 

activities. The person next to him laughed and said: “ You are Talysh, that’s already enough 

political.” All the Human Rights activists we met in  Lenkeran sharply criticized the 

authoritarian rule of the Head of the local authorit ies (executive power) in Lenkeran. We had a 

chance to meet him, and to assure ourselves of his t yrannical rule.  

 

2. State Policy towards Ethnic Minorities in 

Azerbaijan 

The experience of secessionist forces in the early 90s deeply curved the state’s approach 

towards national minorities. The fear of further sepa ratism and the belief that secessionist 

trends can only be prevented by suppressing any claims  in their emergence characterized the 

rule of the former president Heidar Aliev. When he ac cessed to power in 1993, he sent out a 

clear signal of non-tolerance to separatist claims. During his authoritarian and highly 

personalized regime, Heidar Aliev firmly held the rein s of power. Aliev’s approach to minority 

issues was in essence a variant of the Soviet patter n of recognizing the importance of ethnic 

                                                 
46 In addition were arrested Elman Quliyev, a senior ass istant at Tolyshi Sado, and Ali Nasirov, deputy 
chairman of the Talysh Cultural Center and executive editor  of Talyshi Sado. 
47 “Azerbaijan: US-Iran Tensions Cause for Minority Arrest s?”, Eurasianet , 5. March 2007 
48 Matveeva, Anna, “The South Caucasus: Nationalism, Conflic t and Minorities”, pp. 16-17 
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identity, but suppressing political demands for autonomy.  On the one hand, the state practiced 

detention and prosecution of real or alleged separatists , such as Talysh and Lezgi, who were 

given long jail sentences for their “terrorist acti vities”. On the other hand, many people 

belonging to ethnic minorities occupied senior posi tions in the civil service, army and 

parliament. The constitution of the Republic of Azerb aijan stipulates the unitary state 

structure, resisting any suggestion of autonomous a rrangements for its minorities. The heads of 

local administrations are centrally nominated, while the president keeps a close eye on 

personnel appointments in the minority-populated areas. 49 The municipalities, whose members 

are elected by the people, have very little power compa red to the local authorities (executive 

power) nominated by the president.  

His son and successor Ilham Aliev has not changed the  approach to minority issues. Pursuing 

this policy line, the current administration continue s to promote a state-defined rather than an 

ethnically defined identity. 50 However, this increasing tendency to moderate the r elevance of 

ethnic identity and instead promote “Azerbaijanism” mak es it difficult to obtain an accurate 

picture of the ethnic composition of the country. 51  

 

2.1 Minority Protection in Azerbaijan: National Laws an d 

Implementation of International Minority Rights Ins truments 

According to the Azeri constitution, every person ha s the right to preserve its national or ethnic 

identity. 52 Azerbaijan became a Member of the Council of Europe  (CoE) in 2001. It signed and 

ratified the Framework Convention on National Minorities (FCNM)  already in 2000. Seven 

years later, however, Azerbaijan has still not set up a special legal framework addressing the 

rights of national minorities.  

 

2.1.1 Language Rights 

The Azeri constitution states that Azerbaijani is t he state language of the country, but that 

everyone has the right to use his or her mother ton gue, to work and to receive education in any 

language. 53 However, a new Law on the State Language  has been adopted by the parliament in 

2002, stipulating that all services and procedures in state and non-government agencies must 

be in Azerbaijani or with translation into Azerbaij ani. No provisions in the new law ensure the 

                                                 
49 Matveeva, Anna, “Minorities in the South Caucasus”, p.17 
50 For instance, the current passport regime does not mentio n the ethnic belonging of the citizens of 
Azerbaijan. 
51 Popjanevski, Johanna, “Minorities and the State in the So uth Caucasus: Assessing the Protection of 
National Minorities in Georgia and Azerbaijan”, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute & Silk Road Studies 
Program , September 2006, p.59 
52 Article 44 
53 Articles 21 and 45 
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right for national minorities to use their native l anguages in public life. The FCNM,  however, 

states that minorities, when appropriate, should have the right to use their native languages in 

dealing with the authorities. 54  

The right for minorities to use their native langua ge in public life may however be restricted if 

more important interests are threatened. The Oslo Recommendations Regarding the Linguistic 

Rights of National Minorities 55 emphasize the necessity of maintaining a balance b etween the 

protection of minority languages and the objective of  full participation of national minorities in 

the wider society. This may only be possible if min orities have sufficient knowledge of the state 

language. 56 Thus, promoting the use of the official language of  a state, for instance through 

teaching in the state language, is not incompatible with international standards. 57  

Furthermore, Azerbaijan has signed but not yet ratif ied the European Language Charter. 

 

2.1.2 Education Rights 

Article 45 of the Constitution of Azerbaijan provides  that everyone shall have the right to 

receive education in his or her native language. The  possibility to introduce education in a 

minority language is also envisaged in general terms  in Article 6 of the 1992 Law on Education . 

The legal guarantees for persons belonging to natio nal minorities to receive such education 

have, however, recently been reduced. Whereas the prev iously applicable 1992 Law on the State 

Language provided in its Article 3 that national minorities r esiding compactly on the territory 

of Azerbaijan had the right to separate schools, clas ses or groups in their language, Article 5 of 

the new 2002 Law on the State Language states that the functioning of educational instituti ons 

in languages other than Azerbaijani is conducted “in accordance with the legislation”, without 

providing any guarantees in this respect. The Advisory  Committee of the FCNM  urged 

Azerbaijan to provide a clear legal framework and mor e detailed guarantees for the 

implementation of the right contained in Article 14 o f the Framework Convention. It further 

stated that in the absence of such additional guarant ees, the legal status of minority languages 

in the educational system remains relatively weak. 58 

                                                 
54 Article 10 of the FCNM  
55 The Oslo Recommendations Regarding the Linguistic Rights of N ational Minorities  were elaborated by 
the working group comprising international experts on i nternational minority rights law, appointed by 
the OSCE High Commissioner for National Minorities and Foundation on Inter-Ethnic Relations  in 1995. 
The document is available at  
http://osce.org/documents/hcnm/1998/02/2699_en.pdf  
56 Popjanevski, Johanna, “Minorities and the State in the So uth Caucasus: Assessing the Protection of 
National Minorities in Georgia and Azerbaijan”, p.18 
57 see Article 14(3) of the FCNM  
58 ACFC/INF/OP/I(2004)001, Advisory Committee on the FCNM . Opinion on Azerbaijan, 22 May 2003, 
par.115-117 
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The concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in 

2005 go in line with the above statements of the Ad visory Committee of the FCNM .59  

2.2 Civic Integration into the Azeri Society 

According to Arif Yunus, there is no state program f or the integration of minorities into the 

Azeri society. 60 “The government of Azerbaijan has taken obligation s through its membership in 

the Council of Europe. It is the only country of th e South Caucasus in which the parliament 

ratified the FCNM  (in 2000). But when the Advisory Committee of the FCNM  came to 

Azerbaijan to investigate the developments undertaken  since the ratification of the FCNM , it 

was reported that the Azeri parliament asked: which docu ment? That means, they signed the 

FCNM , and forgot about it. In Azerbaijan there is the f ollowing situation: the government has 

taken obligations, but nobody knows about these laws , least of all the national minorities 

themselves. When I carried out seminars on the right s of national minorities in 2002/03, and 

read out lout the text of the FCNM , I got in trouble with the local authorities, whic h thought I 

am distributing separatist literature.“ Arif Yunus ex plains this attitude by the fact that the 

leaders of the country are basically old communists,  with the mentality of Soviet persons who 

are afraid to address any kind of problem. 

In public life, minorities are relatively well-integ rated into the society. Mixed marriages are 

common. Many persons belonging to an ethnic minority  occupy senior positions in the civil 

service, army and parliament. Arif Yunus explains his view: “When there is still a high level of 

participation by minorities in the public life of Azer baijan, this is only due to personal success 

of some talented people. There is a process of natural  integration taking place. People belonging 

to national minorities come to Baku and take a post,  and take part in the designing of the 

country. But there is no state program or state sup port for such aims as participation of 

national minorities in the state.” 

With regard to the knowledge of the state language, m inorities in Azerbaijan have since Soviet 

times achieved a much better proficiency in the major ity language than minorities in the 

neighboring countries. Russian is also more widely u sed in Baku and receives some state 

attention, when also decreasing.  

3. Language Use and Attitudes 

Azerbaijan hosts a variety of linguistic minorities . In total, it is estimated that more than two 

million people in Azerbaijan use a language other tha n Azerbaijani, including ethnic Azeris 

                                                 
59 The Committee invites the State party to facilitate the participation of ethnic minorities in the 
elaboration of cultural and educational policies. The Co mmittee also recommends to the State party that 
it takes the necessary measures to create favourable co nditions that will enable persons belonging to 
minorities to develop their culture, language, religion,  traditions and customs, and to learn or to have 
instruction in their mother tongue. 
14/04/2005, CERD/C/AZE/CO/4 
60 For instance, the post of Presidential Advisor on Natio nal Minorities is vacant already since early 2006. 
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who bilingually use Russian and Azerbaijani. The dom inating foreign language in the country 

is Russian, and the amount of schools using Russian as the language of instruction has in 

recent years increased, giving upraise to controversi es between those in favor of protecting the 

use of the Azerbaijani language and those in favor o f recognizing Russian as a second state 

language. 61  

In 2001, the president of Azerbaijan ordered the tra nsition from Cyrillic to Latin script, in 

order to bring it into line with the Turkish alphabe t. This quick transfer created some 

problems: Many elderly persons are not able to read in Latin, while schoolchildren are not able 

to read Azerbaijani classic and scientific literature  in Cyrillic. Many textbooks are still not 

available in the Latin script. 

The transformation of the script of Azerbaijani in 2 001 from Cyrillic to Latin has created 

uncertainty concerning the fate of the graphics of m inority alphabets which were in Cyrillic. In 

time with Azerbaijani, the Talysh also changed the a lphabet from Cyrillic to Latin, and now 

has the same problem of lack of reprints of old liter ature in the new graphics. However, only 

the Azerbaijani reprints in Latin script benefit fro m state support. 62 

Lezgis resisted the transfer to the Latin script en acted by Aliev since 2001, claiming that the 

relationship with their ethnic kin in Dagestan would suffer, as the latter continue to use the 

Cyrillic script. The written script for the Lezgi lan guage was designed in late 19 th century, only 

to be changed from Arabic to Latin in the 1920s afte r the October Revolution. In 1938 it was 

changed again from Latin into Cyrillic.  

 

3.1 The Respective Role of Azerbaijani and Russian 

Although Azerbaijani is the official state language , it cannot be stated that it has become the 

dominant language in all  spheres. More than two million residents are estimat ed to speak 

Russian at home and at work. Especially among the int elligentsia, Russian is more popular 

than Azerbaijani. In addition to an estimated 100’000 Russians, ethnic minorities such as 

Lezgis, Avars, Kurds, Talyshs, Tats, Belarusians or Ukrainians use Russian as a lingua franca. 

Moreover, a significant number of ethnic Azeris use  Russian as their first language. These so 

called ‘Rus dillier’ (Russian speakers in Azerbaijani)  form a significant language minority in 

Azerbaijan. There are no official statistics on the  use of Russian in Azerbaijan. But experts 

                                                 
61 Popjanevski, Johanna, “Minorities and the State in the So uth Caucasus: Assessing the Protection of 
National Minorities in Georgia and Azerbaijan”, p.64 
62 The argument that a lot of Azerbaijani books have to be r eprinted in Latin characters is very often used 

to explain why the textbook printing for minority languag es advances so slowly. 
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generally believe that between 50 and 70 percent of a ll citizens are familiar with the language, 

although not all of them use it on a daily basis. 63  

Still a lot of people are experiencing problems with t he Azerbaijani language, first and foremost 

because they changed the alphabet to the Latin script in 2001. 64 However, a significant part of 

the population who speaks Russian as the first langu age expressed the view that everybody 

should have a good command of Azerbaijani. 65  

The competence of ethnic minorities in Azerbaijani is generally satisfying. Azerbaijani is the 

main language of instruction in Baku, and even more in the regions of Azerbaijan. In Baku, 

many of the public and private high schools have Russi an departments. At the university 

entrance exams, the ratio of applicants from Azerbaij ani schools and Russian schools is six to 

one.66  

In 2002, the Parliament passed a Law on the State Language . According to that law, the total 

amount of programs in non-Azerbaijani languages in e lectronic media has not to exceed 1/6 of 

on-air broadcasting time. It provides for the impossib ility to create public or private local TV 

and radio stations broadcasting wholly or partly in min ority languages. The Alternative Report 

on the Compliance of the Azerbaijan Republic with the C onvention on Elimination of all Forms 

of Racial Discrimination  of the Human Rights Center of Azerbaijan comments:  “Taking into 

consideration an official figure of 90.6% of ethnic  Azeris, the campaign on the protection of 

Azerbaijani language looks exaggerated. Azerbaijani cannot be considered a ‘threatened’ 

language. 67 

Many factors contribute to Russian still being of s ignificant importance in Azerbaijan: free 

access to Russian schools, broadcasting of Russian- language programs on national television, 

and a large number of Russian-language newspapers with  a relatively high print run. However, 

the broadcasting of the two Russian channels RTR and ORT on national TV will be stopped in 

June 2007, which causes a lot of anger among the Ru ssian-speaking community of Azerbaijan.  

Another reason for the important status of Russian is labor migration to Russia. A large 

number of young men go to Russia to work in order to  send money back to their families. The 

last census conducted in Russia showed that there wer e around 2.16 million Azeris in Russia in 

                                                 
63 “Azerbaijan: Moscow Seeks Official Status for Russian Language, but will Baku Agree?”, Eurasianet , 
Eurasia Insight, 22. September 2003 
64 Ibid 
65 Interviews in Baku 
66 “Azerbaijan: Moscow Seeks Official Status for Russian L anguage, but will Baku Agree?”, Eurasianet , 
Eurasia Insight, 22. September 2003. The data is from 2 002; the number is of children studying in 
Russian departments has slightly increased in the last few  years. 
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2002.68 The actual number of Azeris living and working in R ussia is however likely to be much 

higher than the official figures.  

The 2002 Law on the State Language  promoting the Azerbaijani language has angered the 

country’s Russian minority. They claim that the aug mentation of Azerbaijani is done at the 

expense of Russian. The law requires all official d ocuments to be written in Azerbaijani. 

Representatives of the Russian community in Baku ex pressed concern that Russian education 

is under threat. Outside of Baku, Azerbaijani is cle arly becoming increasingly more common as 

the medium of instruction in the schools. In Azerbai jani-medium schools, the hours of 

instruction of Russian language are sometimes less than the hours of English instruction. In 

some schools, Russian has even become an optional subject. 

 

3.2 The Use of Languages in Minority-populated Regions 

The linguistic situation of national minorities in Azerbaijan is very different from that of the 

minorities in neighboring countries. Whereas for in stance minorities in Georgia generally have 

a poor command of the state language, Azerbaijan’s mi norities’ command of the majority 

language is in general satisfying. As a result, the  linguistic situation in Georgia is considered 

an obstacle for integration. In Azerbaijan, interna tional monitoring bodies are in contrast 

concerned with the diminishing importance of minority languages and the lack of state support 

for promoting them. 69  

Minority representatives frequently refer to a decree  made in 1992 by the then president 

Elchibey. By this decree, the state took the obligat ion to develop minority languages, for 

instance by supporting the publication of minority-lan guage newspapers and offering education 

in minority languages. This decree foresaw the openi ng of special faculties for the preparation 

of specialists in minority languages. However, this  decree has never been put into practice, and 

no special support has been granted to the development o f minority languages. 70  

The current reality is that a large part of the mino rity population has accepted the linguistic 

dominance of Azerbaijani in the public sphere. The kn owledge of the state language is seen as 

important and valuable for participating in society. T he downside of this development is clear: 

the linguistic variety will diminish in the future. For instance, currently 15 different languages 

are spoken only in the district of Quba.  The numbers of speakers of some languages are very 

low: 6‘000 speakers for Khinalig, 2‘000 for Budug, 1 ’800 for Kryz, 1’500 for Elik and Aput each, 
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69 See ACFC/INF/OP/I(2004)001, Advisory Committee on t he FCNM . Opinion on Azerbaijan, 22 May 
2003 
70 Interview with Sadegat Karimova, the editor in chief o f the Lezgi newspaper “Samur”, and Arif Yunus 
in Baku 
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1’300 for Djek, and 1’000 for Yerguj. 71 Some of these languages are in real danger of becom ing 

extinct in the near future. 72 

With regard to the use of minority languages, the Su mmer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) 

research papers are of particular interest. In the lat e 90s and the early 2000, SIL - together 

with the Azerbaijani Academy of Sciences and the Ins titute of Linguistics - has conducted 

research on minority languages in nine regions of A zerbaijan. Their research had three basic 

objectives: The representation of the various nation al minorities in Azerbaijan, their use of 

their own language, and their attitudes towards the Az erbaijani language as well as towards 

their minority language. 73  

This report is based on interviews and observations c onducted both in Baku and in three 

regions in the north-east, the north-west and the so uth-east of Azerbaijan where the 

investigated minority communities live compactly. Am ong our interviewees in Baku figured 

education policy and minority researchers, policy analy sts, historians, Human Rights and 

minority rights activists, editors-in-chief of minor ity newspapers as well as representatives 

from the Ministry of Education. In the regions, we m ainly interviewed teachers, school 

directors, parents and Human Rights activists as wel l as representatives from the District 

Education Department and from the local government. Du e to a lack of time, we could only 

interview a relatively restricted number of persons. Therefore, the findings of this research may 

not be representative for the whole population. In som e regions, we faced serious restrictions on 

our work from the official side. In a mainly Talysh- populated region for instance we were not 

given access to schools or any other official insti tution. In many places, people were afraid to 

answer our question, stating that they could get int o problems with the local authorities if they 

did so.  

 

3.2.1 The Role of Lezgi, Azerbaijani and Russian in Lezgi-popu lated areas 

During the interviews for the present research all L ezgi respondents indicated Lezgi language 

to be their mother tongue. We were told that in Lezg i-populated areas, all adults are able to 

understand and speak Lezgi perfectly. Lezgi is commonly  used in the home and within the 

Lezgi-speaking community. Interviewees in Gusar usua lly use Lezgi language in the street and 

with their neighbors. The same is valid for Lezgi vi llages in other districts.  

All the Lezgis we came across had a good command of Az erbaijani. Interviewees stated that 

Azerbaijani is the main language used at work and the  only language used for communicating 

with the authorities. Moreover, Azerbaijani is ofte n used for communication with Azerbaijani-

speaking neighbors (except in Gusar district, where 90  per cent of the population is Lezgi) and 

for communicating with relatives. Inter-ethnic marr iages are very common, and therefore 

                                                 
71 Most of them belong to the Dagestani branch of the Cauca sian languages 
72 “Azerbaijan: Languages Under Threat”, IWPR, CRS No, 202, 31. October 2003 
73 The SIL research papers are available under www.sil.org  
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almost every Lezgi has Azeri relatives. A great num ber of interviewees underlined that 

Azerbaijani language allows them to participate in th e public life of the republic. 

Concerning Russian language proficiency, our intervi ewees usually understood Russian, but 

they often preferred to answer in Azerbaijani. Azerba ijani proficiency is significantly higher 

than Russian proficiency among Lezgis in all regions . Some interviewees indicated that they 

watch Russian TV channels in order to learn about w orld events. Russian was moreover valued 

as a symbol of higher education.  

Russian language keeps playing a big role for labor m igration to Russia. The director of the 

Gusar branch of the NGO “Institute for Women’s Prob lems” told us that in 40 per cent of all 

families in Gusar the husband is working in Russia, where he often founds a new family.  

Azerbaijani language has only recently gained import ance. In Soviet times, Azerbaijani played 

a far less important role than Russian. During the S oviet period, the majority of the schools 

were in Russian, although there were also Azerbaija ni schools. In the last six years, many 

Russian schools closed down, and nowadays Azerbaijani s chools make up about 80 to 90 per 

cent of all schools in the region. In the villages,  there are exclusively Azerbaijani schools. When 

asked about the reasons of sending their children to A zerbaijani-medium schools, parents 

usually stated that Azerbaijani is the state languag e and therefore has priority. Another reason 

often mentioned was the necessity to know Azerbaijan i to find a job in Azerbaijan.  

Concerning literacy, most adults write and read in Az erbaijani or Russian. Among young adults 

who finish school, only those from Gusar who have a ttended 11 years of Lezgi language classes 

have a satisfying command of literacy in Lezgi. In a ll other districts of Azerbaijan, literacy in 

Lezgi is generally poor. However, literacy in Lezgi is on the rise in Gusar district. The efforts of 

educators and publishers in Gusar district to promote Le zgi literacy could encourage similar 

interest within other districts as well. 

According to our interviewees and to our own observat ions, Russian and Azeri children who live 

in Gusar usually understand and speak Lezgi language an d attend the Lezgi classes at school 

as well.  

The large number of Lezgis living in Baku shows ver y different language use patterns. The 

majority of the Lezgis in the capital are Russian-edu cated, and Russian is their main language 

of wider communication. Concerning the use of Lezgi  language, most Lezgis who are married to 

other Lezgis use Lezgi in the home, and their childre n learn the language as well. While 

middle-aged and older Lezgis tend to use Lezgi with eac h other, young adults most frequently 

use a mixture of Lezgi and Russian. Language use patt erns depend on age, ethnic composition 

of the family, contact with Lezgis outside of the ca pital, and length of time in the city. Lezgis 

who are third- or fourth-generation urban residents,  who have little or no contact with Lezgis 
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outside the capital, and who intermarry with other eth nic groups have little or no proficiency in 

Lezgi. This group constitutes however only about 20 per cent of the Baku Lezgi community. 74 

In conclusion, high language vitality for Lezgi is predicted by the fact that it is used widely in 

the home throughout much of the northern districts o f Azerbaijan, and among the majority of 

Lezgis in Baku. 75 

 

3.2.2 The Role of Udi, Azerbaijani and Russian in Udi-popula ted areas 

Our interviewees in Nidzh indicated that all Udis in th e village of Nidzh consider their mother 

tongue to be Udi. Ethnic Udis in Nidzh speak Udi as thei r first language, which results in a 

high vitality of Udi language in this village. Udi is  the language of communication at home and 

in the street. Children generally use Udi even at sch ool during breaks and before and after 

classes.  

Azerbaijani is frequently spoken with Azeri neighbor s, and people watch Azerbaijani TV and 

read Azerbaijani newspapers. For communication with th e authorities, people use Azerbaijani. 

Udi parents generally send their children to Russian-me dium schools. However, Russian-

language education is relatively recent in Nidzh: the  first Russian school was opened in 1953. 

Before this, everyone in Nidzh studied in Azerbaijani- medium schools.  

The majority of the Udi people speak Russian as a seco nd language. Over 50 per cent speak 

Russian as their second language, and many Udis speak  Azerbaijani as a third or fourth 

language. 76 Evident outmigration of Nidzh villagers to Russia par tly explains the importance 

given to the Russian language. In the 1970s, the popu lation of Nidzh was 7’200, of which 5’000 

were Udi. The 1999 census registered 4’200 Udis in Ni dzh.  

One interviewee expressed her dissatisfaction about th e fact that Russian is not given the 

status of a second state language. She stated that a  lot of problems which Azerbaijan has been 

facing since independence would not have arised if Ru ssian was kept as an official language in 

Azerbaijan. 

One third of the population of Nidzh is Azeri. Accordin g to our interviewees and to our own 

observations, most Azeris living in Nidzh have some knowledge of Udi language. Azeri children 

at school also take part in the Udi language classes.   

                                                 
74 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Si tuation of the Lezgi in Azerbaijan”, SIL 
International , 2005, p.13 
75 Ibid, p.16 
76 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Si tuation of the Udi in Azerbaijan”, SIL International , 
2005 
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All the interviewees in Nidzh underlined the special ch aracter of their village, where Udi 

language is still overwhelmingly used in the private sphere. They regretted that in all other 

places where Udis lived or emigrated to, they assimila ted and lost the Udi language. “In 

families which moved to Russia, the parents among the mselves still speak in Udi, but with 

their children they already speak in Russian. The lan guage gets therefore lost very quickly”, 

complained a history teacher at a Russian-medium schoo l.  

Since Udi was not developed as a literary language an d was not taught in the schools until the 

early 90s, it is not surprising that all reading and writing is in either in Azerbaijani or Russian.  

 

3.2.3 The Role of Georgian, Azerbaijani and Russian in Georgia n-populated areas 

In Gakh, the Georgians (Ingiloys) make up 12 per cent  of the population. In the family and in 

the Georgian-speaking community, the language of com munication is Georgian. Georgian 

parents in Azerbaijan generally send their children to  Georgian-medium schools. In Gakh 

district, there are six Georgian schools in which al l subjects are taught in Georgian language. 

In rare cases, parents are reported to send their chil dren to Russian schools. The education 

system providing education in Georgian language dates back to the Soviet times. 

Georgians are reported to have generally a sufficien t knowledge of Azerbaijani language. All 

our interviewees spoke freely in Azerbaijani. Azerb aijani is frequently used for communication 

with the Azeri neighbors. Intermarriages are report ed to be common. Our interviewees pointed 

out the friendly relations between Azeris and Georgia ns. “We are Gakh people” said the deputy 

director of District Education Department in Gakh. Ge orgian children in Azerbaijan have 

however generally very limited knowledge in Azerbaij ani before they start school, a fact that 

questions the frequent exchange between the two eth nic groups.  

Georgians in Azerbaijan have strong ties to Georgia . They usually have relatives living in 

Georgia and frequently travel between the two countr ies. Double Azeri/Georgian citizenship is 

possible under some circumstances. 

 

3.2.4 The Role of Talysh, Azerbaijani and Russian in Talysh -populated areas 

The Talysh interviewees in Lenkeran gave very differ ent and sometimes controversial answers 

when questioned about their mother tongue. They oft en switched between Azerbaijani and 

Talysh being their mother tongue. All of our interv iewees in Lenkeran had a very good 

command of Azerbaijani.  

Talysh language is used in the family as well as in informal situations, when only local people 

are present. In the mountain communities, where the Talyshs live in mono-ethnic villages, 

Talysh is still widely used. In lowland communities, a  relatively high level of intermarriage and 

the fact that lowland communities that were once ho mogenous are becoming increasingly 
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ethnically mixed results in Azerbaijani becoming mor e and more the language of wider 

communication in all spheres. Even in the home, paren ts increasingly use Azerbaijani with 

their children in order to prepare them for school. A zerbaijani is generally perceived to be the 

key to future success in education, business, politic s and communication. In ethnically mixed 

villages, the use of Talysh is reported to be gener ally low, except among elderly people. In 

particular children’s proficiency in Talysh is decreasi ng rapidly, except in remote Talysh 

villages. 

Russian plays a far less important role than Azerbaij ani as a language of wider communication 

in the Talysh region. Much of this is due to the fac t that the Talysh region is physically isolated 

from Russia. In the census of 1989, less than five per cent of the Talysh population reported 

that Russian was their first or second language. Thi s trend seems to be continuing in spite of 

the fact that as many as 25 per cent of men under th e age of 35 from the Talysh region are 

currently working in Russia. 77  

Development of literacy in Talysh occurred in two peri ods in the last century. The first was in 

the 1930s when the Soviets developed a large number o f languages as literary languages. The 

second was in the 1990s after Azerbaijan became an i ndependent country. A small body of 

literature in Talysh language has been prepared during  these two periods. The most significant 

development of the 1990s was the publication of two Ta lysh newspapers and a set of Talysh 

literacy books for grades one to four. 78 However, Talysh people have been significantly 

influenced by Azerbaijani language in the fields of e ducation and media. For at least the last 

century, education for the Talysh has been in Azerb aijani. TV, radio and printed media have 

also been primarily in Azerbaijani. 

 

                                                 
77 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Si tuation of the Talysh in Azerbaijan”, SIL 
International , 2005, p.4 
78 Ibid, p.4 
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4. Education 

4.1 Minority Language Education 

The Azeri constitution guarantees that every child h as the right to receive education in his or 

her mother tongue (article 45). However, only the R ussian minority has a complete system of 

education in its mother tongue: primary and secondary schools as well as higher education 

institutions. According to the data of the Ministry o f Education, there are 22 schools which offer 

Russian-language education in Azerbaijan (6’581 pupils ) and 356 schools which have Russian 

sectors (110’000 pupils) 79. Furthermore, 2’000 students study at 18 higher educa tion 

institutions and secondary special educational institu tions in Russian language. The number of 

pupils in Russian-speaking schools and sectors (nearly 117’000) obviously exceeds the number 

of Russian children, as there are in total only abou t 100’000 Russians left in Azerbaijan. 

As far as other languages of national minorities ar e concerned, the general principle is that in 

places of compact settlement of national minorities pu pils may have lessons of their mother 

tongue two hours per week from the first to the fou rth grade. The main problems regarding the 

teaching of the minority languages are the limited a vailability of textbooks and qualified 

teachers. Shortcomings with respect to up-dated textb ooks in minority languages like Lezgi or 

Talysh languages have hampered the development of edu cation for the minorities concerned.  80 

There are few possibilities offered for the preparati on of specialized teachers for minority 

languages.81 The Advisory Committee of the FCNM  expressed the opinion that the authorities 

should consider an increase in the volume of minority  language teaching and its extension 

beyond the fourth grade, taking into account the exi sting demand. 82 

With regard to special measures taken for non-native  Azeri pupils who study in Azerbaijani 

schools, there are no such measures as for instance  textbooks with a special methodology for 

teaching Azerbaijani as a second language. The textb ooks used in Azerbaijani schools in 

minority-populated areas are the same as the textbooks  used in all other Azerbaijani schools.  

The textbooks used in Russian schools are partly publi shed in Azerbaijan, but to a larger extent 

come from Russia. In the preparatory school, where ch ildren get in touch with the Russian 

language for the first time, they also use books fr om Russia with no special methodology for 

Russian as a second language. To learn Azerbaijani, they use a book with Azerbaijani as a 

second language methodology that is used in all Russia n schools throughout the country. 

                                                 
79 “Alternative Report on the Compliance of the Azerbaijan Republic with the Convention on Elimination 
of All Forms Of Racial Discrimination”, Human Rights Ce nter of Azerbaijan, report prepared for the 66th 
session of the Committee on Elimination of Racial Disc rimination in 2005  
80 ACFC/INF/OP/I(2004)001, Advisory Committee on the FCNM . Opinion on Azerbaijan, 22 May 2003, 
par.115-117 
81 For comparison, in the Dagestan province of Russia, teac hers for Lezgi, Avar, Tsakhur or Tat 
languages, all taught at school in Dagestan, are prepared  by the State University. 
82 ACFC/INF/OP/I(2004)001, Advisory Committee on the FCNM . Opinion on Azerbaijan, 22 May 2003 
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The decisions concerning education in minority langu ages are all taken centrally by the 

Ministry of Education in Baku. The District Education  Departments do not have any leeway or 

any weight in the decision-making process. 

 

4.2 The Situation of Lezgi Language Education in Lezgi-

populated Areas 

For our research, we traveled to Gusar, Quba and Xac maz in the north-east of Azerbaijan, and 

to Gebele in the centre-north of Azerbaijan. In Gus ar, Lezgis make up 90 per cent of the 

population. In all other districts, Lezgis form a mino rity in the district, where they mainly live 

in compact settlements.  

 

4.2.1 The Situation of Legzi Language Education in the Soviet Times 

According to the deputy director of the District Educa tion Department (DED) in Gusar, Lezgis 

in Gusar were permitted to study their mother tongue  for the first time in 1964. By 1973, Lezgi 

language was taught two hours a week from the first  grade up to the ninth grade. However, in 

all other districts except Gusar, Lezgis did not have t he opportunity to study their mother 

tongue during the Soviet period.  

The main language of instruction was Russian. Accor ding to the director of the pedagogical 

college (technikum ), Azerbaijani language played a less important role in the Gusar region than 

today.  

 

4.2.2 Current Possibilities Offered by the State to Study Lez gi, Khinalig, Jewish and 

Tat Languages at School 

According to the deputy director of the DED in Gusar, Lezgi is currently taught in 88 schools, 

where a total number of 18’000 students have the oppo rtunity to learn their mother tongue as a 

separate subject.  

In Gusar, where Lezgis make up 90 per cent of the popu lation, pupils have Lezgi lessons from 

the first to the eleventh grade. They study their mo ther tongue two times a week during one 

lesson. We observed that in Gusar, even Azeri and Ru ssian children attend the Lezgi language 

classes and usually do not have any comprehension probl ems.  

According to the director of the Quba District Educat ion Department (DED), there are eight 

villages in Quba district which are predominantly Lez gi. In all eight villages, Lezgi children 

have the opportunity to study their mother tongue tw o lessons a week. However, Lezgi is only 

taught during primary school (from grade one to four ). When asked about the reason for not 
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providing Lezgi language classes in secondary school, the director of the DED pointed out that 

he does not see any sense in teaching Lezgi language  at secondary level given the fact that 

there are no textbooks available for the secondary l evel. Whereas in Gusar, Lezgi language has 

been taught since Soviet times, in Quba they starte d teaching Lezgi only about six years ago.  

Lezgi is not the only minority language that is tau ght at school in the Quba district. The Jewish 

community has the opportunity to teach Jewish languag e in two primary schools, and in 

Khinalig, a remote mountain village, Khinalig langu age is taught in the primary school. 

However, no textbooks exist for teaching Khinalig l anguage.  

Tats live compactly in about 40 villages in Quba dist rict. According to the director of the DED, 

Tats have been refusing the offer to provide Tat lan guage classes. “They claim that they want 

to fully concentrate on learning Azerbaijani langua ge, given the fact that they are not directly 

in touch with Azeris due to the mono-ethnic characte r of their villages.” The director of the 

DED further explained that the DED repeatedly carried out polls, and that the Tat population 

clearly did not show any wish to have Tat language ta ught at school.  

However, no minority language classes are taught at  schools in the town of Quba itself. 

According to the director of the DED, it is not possi ble to offer minority language instruction in 

the city, as in every class there are a number of di fferent ethnic groups represented.  

In Xacmaz, a city close to the Caspian Sea, the direc tor of the DED explained that in six 

villages in the district children are taught Lezgi la nguage from the first to the eleventh grade. 

In the town of Xacmaz itself, Lezgi children do not have the possibility to study their mother 

tongue at school, as they are just one of the 22 na tionalities living in this city.  

In the Gebele district in the center-north of the co untry, pupils can learn Lezgi language in 

primary school two hours a week in five Lezgi-populate d villages. 

With regard to Lezgi language instruction in the She ki-Zaqatala districts, currently no mother-

tongue classes are provided. The Lezgi dialect that is spoken in these regions differs from the 

one spoken in Gusar, Quba or Gebele. Their dialect is only spoken; no alphabet has ever been 

attributed to it. According to the local education depa rtment, there is no wish from the side of 

the parents to have the mother-tongue taught at scho ol. In Gakh, we were told that during the 

90s, the spoken Lezgi dialect was taught at schools,  but that Lezgi parents themselves asked to 

remove these hours. The deputy director of the DED i n Gakh does not see any good in the Lezgi 

classes as there is no possibility to continue educa tion in Lezgi language after secondary school.  

 

4.2.3 The Actual Situation of Schools as regards Qualified T eachers and Teaching 

Materials 

According to the deputy director of the Gusar Educatio n Department, the conditions for 

teaching Lezgi language are not satisfying. The mos t pressing problem is the lack of qualified 

Lezgi language teachers. As a result, some schools do not have any qualified Lezgi teachers at 
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all. In these schools, Lezgi language is taught by other teachers, for example by Russian 

teachers or history teachers. 

With regard to Lezgi language textbooks, there is a significant lack of school materials. 

However, the Ministry of Education of Azerbaijan has  started to address this situation. A 

textbook for the first grade has been published in 20 04, and a textbook for the second grade 

followed in 2006. However, the Lezgi language teach ers we interviewed in Gusar have never 

seen these textbooks and have not even heard about th eir existence. For grade three to eleven, 

no textbooks have ever been published in Azerbaijan. Currently, Lezgi teachers use textbooks 

from Dagestan, which they usually buy themselves in  Dagestan. More often than not, they have 

just two or three textbooks for the whole class. Fu rthermore, these textbooks reflect the context 

of Lezgis living in Dagestan, and are not adapted to L ezgi children living in Azerbaijan.  83 In an 

interview with Lezgi newspaper publisher and poet Sadeg at Karimova, she underlined that the 

textbooks from Dagestan are far from reflecting the  heritage of the Lezgis living in Azerbaijan. 

She further informed us that in 2005, a private autho r prepared a textbook for the third grade, 

but that its quality was not satisfying and therefor e specialists reacted negatively to it. We 

have been told by several teachers that they use Lez gi language newspapers for readings in 

class.  

The deputy director of the DED in Gusar expressed a c ertain disappointment with the Ministry 

of Education about the lack of attention to Lezgi te xtbook development. He claims that “the 

Ministry of Education has not even made any investiga tion on the situation of Lezgi teaching”. 

He further points out that it is high time to increa se the level of Lezgi language. The fact that 

pupils have to study Lezgi language without any textbo ok decreases their interest in the 

language. Also among teachers, the interest in teac hing Lezgi language is low due to the lack of 

teaching materials.  

The Deputy Governor of the local Executive Governmen t told us that there is indeed a lack of 

teachers. However, he insisted on the fact that ther e are enough Lezgi language teachers.  

The director of the pedagogical college ( technikum ) in Gusar claimed that the problem of 

insufficient Lezgi language teachers has been resol ved in the last years. The pedagogical 

college has been preparing Lezgi language teachers f or primary and secondary school since 

1990.  

The new textbook for the second grade published in 2006  was prepared by a teacher from this 

pedagogical college. We asked the director about the reason why teachers at primary schools in 

Gusar do not know about the existence of this book. He stated that there is a big queue of books 

waiting to be reprinted. Therefore, this book could not yet be printed on a big scale and widely 

distributed. The transfer from Cyrillic alphabet to th e Latin script caused an enormous need for 

the reprinting of books and textbooks in Azerbaijani  language. 
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We had the chance to look at the newly produced Lezgi t extbook for the second grade. The book 

is in colors and with a lot of images. It includes s hort texts for reading, grammar and poems. 

The textbook is adapted to the local context of north ern Azerbaijan, with texts on the 

mountains close to Gusar, on famous Lezgi poets and  local historical persons. The director of 

the pedagogical college pointed out the importance of producing Azerbaijan’s own Lezgi 

textbooks. Lezgi language in Dagestan uses a lot of  words from Russian, whereas the Lezgi 

dialect spoken in Azerbaijan uses a lot of words wit h Turkish or Persian roots. For instance, in 

Dagestani dialect, school means shkola (from Russian), while in the dialect spoken in Gusar , 

school means mekteb (from Persian). Nevertheless, in the field of Lezgi language education 

there is a fruitful cooperation between Azerbaijan a nd Dagestan. 

According to the director of the pedagogical college i n Gusar, future Lezgi teachers study 

among others the following topics: Lezgi language an d literature, pedagogy, methodology, 

psychology, cultural studies, sociology, children’s li terature, and on a facultative basis Lezgi 

culture and folklore. About ten per cent of the studen ts choose to become a Lezgi language 

teacher. Forty per cent choose to become primary sc hool teacher, where they will teach Lezgi 

language among other subjects.  

Currently there are no possibilities to study Lezgi language at a state university. The only 

higher education institution offering Lezgi language  studies is the Baku branch of the 

Dagestan State University. According to the editor-i n-chief of the Lezgi newspaper “Samur” 

Sadegat Karimova, this branch is currently working i nformally, as the Azeri authorities have 

not renewed its accreditation since 2005. Moreover,  the diplomas issued by the Baku branch of 

the Dagestan State University are not recognized in Azerbaijan. A large number of our Lezgi 

interviewees claimed that Lezgis should have the possi bility to study Lezgi at one of the state 

universities. In their view, the State Pedagogical U niversity should open a branch for Lezgi 

language.  

 

4.2.4 Lezgi Children’s Language Proficiency before and after Sch ool and Access to 

Higher Education 

In Gusar district, children usually do not know Azerb aijani or Russian before going to school, as 

Lezgi is spoken consistently in the home. Pre-school  children in the villages of the Gusar 

district rarely have direct contact with first-langua ge Azerbaijani speakers, although they are 

exposed to some Azerbaijani language through televis ion and radio. In Qusar, Lezgi children 

usually start school one year earlier than Azeri ch ildren in order to go to preparatory classes.  

Children start in their first school year with four different languages. The main language of 

instruction is either Azerbaijani or Russian. Then,  they have several hours a week of either 

Russian or Azerbaijani classes. In addition, they sta rt from the first grade with English and 

Lezgi classes. Lezgi language classes focus on lear ning the Lezgi alphabet that is based on the 

Cyrillic script. The director of the pedagogical colle ge touched on the downside of this dense 

program. According to him, half of the children canno t deal with such a lot of requirements, and 
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stay behind. “They develop an anti-reaction. One has  to be very careful not to overburden the 

children.” 

Elementary school teachers in Gusar said that childre n in the first grades still have low 

Azerbaijani proficiency. They report that up to the f ourth or fifth grade it is typically necessary 

for teachers to supplement Azerbaijani-medium instruct ion with explanations in Lezgi in order 

for students to fully understand. However, all the t eachers we interviewed believed that 

children usually know Azerbaijani well by the time t hey finish the eleventh grade. We had the 

opportunity to speak to a bunch of twelve years old pupi ls from Gusar and we were astonished 

by their fluency in Azerbaijani and Russian language .  

In Quba and Xacmaz district, where the percentage of the Lezgi population is significantly 

lower, children usually learn Azerbaijani before th ey begin school through contact with their 

Azerbaijani-speaking neighbors. Students in these dis tricts were reported to have no great 

difficulties with the Azerbaijani language. Teachers  in these districts indicated that all the 

children who attend the school speak Azerbaijani equa lly well, regardless of their mother 

tongue.  

With regard to Russian language proficiency, children who attend Russian-medium schools 

acquire a good command of Russian by the time they fi nish school. Children who finish 

Azerbaijan-medium schools do usually have limited pro ficiency in Russian. 

Concerning literacy, significant levels of literacy  in Lezgi were attested only in the Gusar 

district, where Lezgi language classes are offered t hroughout eleven years and where Lezgi 

language has been taught since Soviet times. After finishing school, adults continue to read the 

regional newspaper “Gusar”, which contains articles both in Azerbaijani and Lezgi. However, 

middle-aged and older people’s reading skills are often re latively lower. Several of our 

interviewees in Gusar told us that they can only poo rly read Lezgi language. In all other 

regions apart from Gusar, literacy in Lezgi is limit ed.  

With regard to access to higher education, we have be en assured by all interviewees that the 

level of instruction is relatively high in the nort hern regions of Azerbaijan, and that a lot of 

pupils enter university in Baku. In a small village s chool outside Gusar, the director of an 

Azerbaijani-medium school was proud to tell us that ev ery year six or seven pupils from his 

school enter university in Baku.  

 

4.2.5 Attitudes towards Instruction in Azerbaijani, Russia n and Lezgi Language 

All our interviewees insisted on the importance of k nowing one’s mother tongue and expressed 

their support for the current system of Lezgi instru ction at school. In the words of the Deputy 

Governor of Gusar, “Azeri children do also have Azer baijani classes, even though they know 

their language. It is very important to learn the g rammar and the literary language. «All our 

interviewees focused on the importance of learning to read in Lezgi and pointed out the 

different nature of spoken and literary language.  
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The deputy director of the District Education Departmen t explained that he gets a lot of 

complaints from parents about the lack of textbooks a nd qualified teachers for Lezgi language 

classes, and underlined that parents give high importan ce to the mother tongue instruction.  

None of our interviewees expressed the view that the  number of Lezgi language lessons should 

be increased. They complained however about the bad qua lity of teaching. There seems to be a 

general agreement that the issue is how to increase  the level of the existing hours. In addition, 

none of the interviewees expressed the wish to have t he whole primary school curriculum 

taught in Lezgi language like it is the case in nei ghboring Dagestan. Interviewees frequently 

stated that they see no sense in increasing the numb er of Lezgi lessons because there are no 

higher education institutions in Lezgi language. How ever, some of the interviewees expressed 

the view that they would like to have facultative co urses on Lezgi history and culture. 

All our interviewees expressed the view that it is bo th the responsibility of the state and the 

responsibility of the parents to promote the Lezgi l anguage. According to them, parents should 

teach their children Lezgi language at home, and the state should offer the children the 

possibility to gain literacy in Lezgi. The general f eeling of our Lezgi interviewees was that the 

state neglects its duty to promote the minority langu ages. In the words of one interviewee: “The 

government has to help all parts of his population. A s tate is like a family, and in a family 

people take care of all members of the family. A perso n who does not know his language and his 

history is forcibly an unhappy person.” 

All interviewees however insisted on the fact that t heir children have to be fluent both in 

Azerbaijani and in Russian, and, as English is gainin g in importance, they also want them to 

study English. 

Interviewees generally do not perceive the predominant ly Azerbaijani or Russian education as 

a threat to their culture. In the words of an interv iewee: “In Soviet times, Russian was very 

important and russification policies were strong, and we kept our language. Now Azerbaijani 

language is important, but we still keep our language .” 

 

4.3 The Situation of Udi Language Education in Nidzh 

The majority of the Udis live compactly in a village  in north-central Azerbaijan called Nidzh. 

We traveled to this village, where we visited a Russ ian school and carried out interviews with 

the headmaster and teachers.  

 

4.3.1 The Situation of Udi Language Education in the Soviet T imes 

During the Soviet period, the Udis did not have any pos sibility to study Udi at school. A history 

teacher of the Russian school we visited in Nidzh expl ained that during the Soviet Union, no 

one questioned oneself about one’s ethnic belonging.  “There was only one form of human being, 



 

© CIMERA, 2007 

37 

the Soviet human being ( sovjetski chelovek). Nobody paid attention to minority languages or 

cultures.” In her view, the Soviet policy of suppressi ng the nationalistic feelings that exist 

inside every person were right. The statements of th e headmaster of that school go in line with 

those of the history teacher: “It was only after th e breakup of the Soviet Union that people 

started to ask themselves questions about who they a re, and what their background is.” 

 

4.3.2 Current Possibilities Offered by the State to Study Udi Language at School 

Udi language classes in primary school started in 1992 . According to the director of the District 

Education Department (DED) in Gebele, Udi language is currently taught in three schools, 

which are all situated in the village of Nidzh. These  three schools are Russian-medium schools. 

Pupils have Udi lessons from the first to the fourth grade two times a week during one lesson. 

The director of one of the Russian schools told us th at even Azeri children attend the Udi 

language classes and do usually not have problems in f ollowing them. 84 During the breaks, Udi 

pupils speak in Udi together. Besides, there are two Aze rbaijani-medium schools in Nidzh, 

where no Udi classes are provided.  

According to the director of the DED in Gebele, the U dis are satisfied with the current 

possibilities to study their mother tongue. He did not  receive any complains or claims for 

change from the population of Nidzh. Indeed, the headm aster and the teachers of the Russian 

school we visited did not voice any claims for improvin g the language lessons or developing 

further textbooks. They seemed satisfied with the cu rrent situation.  

We asked the teachers about the reason why no Udi cl asses are provided in secondary school. 

They pointed out that there are no textbooks availab le for secondary level teaching. Jora 

Kechaari, a famous representative of the Udis in Nidz h who has produced numerous literary 

works in the Udi language (including the two textbook s for the primary school Udi teaching), 

passed away in 2006. 

 

4.3.3 The Actual Situation of Schools as regards Qualified T eachers and Teaching 

Materials 

According to the director of the Gebele Education Depar tment, there are enough teachers for 

Udi classes. These teachers are however not specialis ts. Usually, literature teachers with a 

good command of the Udi language teach Udi at school. In the school we visited, the Udi classes 

were taught by primary class teachers. 

There are two textbooks for Udi language, both of t hem prepared by Jora Kechaari and 

published in 1996. One of them is for the alphabet lea rning; the other consists of poems and 

short texts for practicing the reading. Udi classes f ocus on learning the Udi alphabet, which is 
                                                 
84 He indicated that 30 per cent of the pupils of his schoo l are Azeri and 70 per cent are Udi. 
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based on the Latin alphabet, but has 52 letters. Some  Cyrillic letters are also used in the 

current Roman-based alphabet. 

When we visited an Udi language class, pupils in the f ourth grade were still going through the 

alphabet. The teacher explained us that they already kn ow the whole alphabet, but that they 

don’t have enough reading materials, and therefore go over the same alphabet book several 

times.  

According to the director of the DED, the textbooks u sed in the Russian schools in Gebele 

district are entirely published in Azerbaijan. For the  teaching of Azerbaijani, they use a book 

that has Azerbaijani as a second language methodolog y and that is used in all Russian schools 

throughout the country. 

 

4.3.4 Udi Children’s Language Proficiency before and after Scho ol and Access to 

Higher Education 

According to the headmaster, Udi children have only v ery basic knowledge of Russian before 

they go to school. Their parents usually know Russia n well, as they were educated during the 

Soviet times. But in the family, the language of co mmunication is exclusively Udi.  

School teachers indicated that the children who go to  Russian-medium schools generally have 

difficulties with the Russian language. Their comman d of Azerbaijani is usually better than 

their command of Russian. The headmasters as well as the teachers think that children’s 

language skills are generally more developed now com pared to the past, especially in the case 

of Azerbaijani language. In large part, they deduce th e improvement in Azerbaijani language 

skills from Azerbaijani television and radio broadcast s. The headmaster assured us that 

graduates from his school have a good command both in Russian and Azerbaijani.  

The teachers said that in general, children face no di fficulties with studying several languages 

at the same time. The main language of instruction being Russian, there are classes in 

Azerbaijani, Udi and English from the first grade onw ards. Most of the teachers at the three 

Russian-medium schools know Udi. In the early grades,  teachers use Udi for explanations. 

There are also preparatory classes for teaching Russi an to pre-school children since most 

children entering school do not understand Russian.  

With regard to access of Udi children to higher educati on, we have been assured by the 

headmaster and by the teachers that the level of inst ruction is high in all the schools in Nidzh, 

and that a relatively high number of pupils enter univ ersity in Azerbaijan.  

 

4.3.5 Attitudes towards Instruction in Azerbaijani, Russia n and Udi Language 

There was unanimous agreement that children should m aster Udi language and that Udi 

should be taught as a subject in school. One Udi teac her commented that the children love the 
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Udi language classes, because it’s the only subject that is easy for them. All our interviewees 

showed an overwhelming commitment to passing on the U di language to the next generation. 

In the words of a teacher: “If we don’t keep our own  language and culture, we will melt into the 

Azeri culture. To know its own language is never an  obstacle”. While all respondents specified 

that children should be able to speak Udi, Russian and A zerbaijani, there was unanimity in the 

feeling that mothers should speak Udi to children and th at the child’s first language should be 

Udi. 

All our interviewees wanted to have Udi taught in sc hool, but all of them said they would send 

their children to Russian-medium schools as opposed to Udi-medium schools. Respondents 

pointed out that there is no possibility to get higher  education in Udi. Therefore, there is no 

sense in having the whole curriculum in Udi language . On the contrary, education in Udi would 

deprive the children of higher education in any countr y. The majority of our interviewees do not 

wish to continue Udi language classes throughout sec ondary school because there are no 

universities or other institutions of higher educati on in Udi language.  

Our interviewees do not perceive the education in Rus sian language as a threat to their 

culture. They are proud not to have assimilated into t he Azeri society. A history teacher 

claimed that in Nidzh, there is a strong will not to assimilate. She pointed out that hundred 

years ago, 42 villages were Udi, and now only one rem ained. She explains that this 

development was not due to forced assimilation; Udis t hemselves chose to adapt and stopped 

speaking their own language. Further, the history te acher expressed her discontent with the 

eradication of the Russian language. She expresses th at if Russian was kept as a second state 

language in Azerbaijan, a lot of problems that the state currently faces would not have arisen. 

All interviewees stated that they perceive governmen t attention towards Udis very high. The 

government supports for instance the translation of b ooks from Azeri and Russian authors into 

Udi language as well as the staging of spectacles in  Udi language at schools. Moreover, in the 

early 2000s the Udi church in Nidzh has been renovate d with the help of the Norwegian 

Humanitarian Enterprise. 

In conclusion, the development of literacy materials in Udi and the introduction of Udi classes 

in school help keeping the language alive. The attitu de of Udi people towards their language 

seems to ensure its survival. 85 

 

4.4 The Situation of Georgian Language Education in Gak h 

For our research, we further traveled to Gakh distri ct in the north-west of Azerbaijan. 

According to the deputy director of the District Educati on Department, the population of the 

                                                 
85 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Sit uation of the Udi in Azerbaijan”, SIL International , 
2005 
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city of Gakh is to 12 per cent Georgian (Ingiloy) 86 and to 85 per cent Azeri. 

 

4.4.1 The Situation of Georgian-medium Education in the Sov iet Times 

Georgians in Azerbaijan have had the possibility to study in Georgian language since the early 

Soviet times.  

 

4.4.2 Current Possibilities Offered by the State to Study in G eorgian-medium 

Schools 

In the Gakh district, there are six Georgian-medium s econdary schools. One of the schools, 

which is situated in the center of the town, is a so -called international school consisting of three 

sectors: an Azerbaijani sector, a Russian sector an d a Georgian sector.  

In the Georgian schools, the entire curriculum is t aught in Georgian language. Children learn 

Azerbaijani language two hours a week. According to the deputy director of the District 

Education Department, about ten hours a week are dedica ted to Georgian language and 

literature. 

The majority of the Georgian parents send their childr en to Georgian schools. However, in a 

few occasions Georgian parents send their children t o Russian schools in Gakh.  

 

4.4.3 The Actual Situation of Schools as regards Qualified T eachers and Teaching 

Materials 

Currently, the majority of the textbooks used in the  Georgian schools come from Georgia and 

are free of charge. According to the director of one  school, the quantity of these textbooks is 

abundant.  

In 2005, Azerbaijan has started to print its own tex tbooks for the Georgian schools on its 

territory. In 2005 and 2006, first and second grade b ooks for subjects like Georgian language, 

mathematics and other primary school subjects have be en published in Baku. The idea is to 

publish every year the whole set of books for the ne xt grade, up to the eleventh grade. The 

content of these books is similar to the books publi shed in Georgia, but adapted to the Azeri 

reality. For instance, information on Azeri poets w as added to the second grade textbook of 

Georgian language and literature. The information o n Georgian poets was left unchanged. The 

headmaster of the Georgian school we visited welcomed the initiative taken by the Ministry of 

                                                 
86 In the literature, the Georgians in Azerbaijan are often m entioned as “Ingiloys”. However, our 
interviewees in Gakh more often referred to the term “Geo rgians”.  



 

© CIMERA, 2007 

41 

Education in Baku to publish the books in Azerbaijan and stated that the changes added in 

Azerbaijan to the textbooks were welcomed by the tea chers of her school. 

Concerning history textbooks, there is no translate d textbook on Azeri history available yet. 

However, the deputy director of the DED assured us tha t translation work is being conducted 

and that by autumn 2007, a translation of the Azeri history textbooks to Georgian language 

will be ready. The translation is being conducted by a District Commission of Georgian and 

Azeri history teachers, with instructions from the Ministry of Education of Azerbaijan. The 

head of this commission is a representative of the Ge orgian community in Azerbaijan who 

studied history at the Baku State University. The wor k of the Commission is however 

restricted to pure translation of the existing Azeri history textbooks into Georgian language.  

With regard to qualified teachers, the deputy director  of the DED as well as the director of one 

Georgian school told us that there are too many Geor gian teachers in Gakh. This exceeding 

offer of Georgian teachers can be explained by the f act that a lot of students who go to 

university in Tbilisi choose to study at the pedagog ical institute.  

Azerbaijani language teachers in Georgian schools a re mostly ethnic Azeris. In the school we 

visited, the teacher of Azerbaijani, who was ethnica lly Azeri, surprisingly had a fairly good 

level of Georgian language and used explanations in Ge orgian with the children.  

 

4.4.4 Georgian Children’s Language Proficiency before and aft er School and Access 

to Higher Education 

Before the children begin school, only a few of them  have basic knowledge of Azerbaijani. In the 

class we visited, first grade pupils had relatively litt le notion of Azerbaijani. The headmaster of 

one Georgian school assured us that by the time of f inishing school, Georgian children have no 

difficulties with the Azerbaijani language. Also the  deputy director of the DED confirmed that 

pupils speak well Azerbaijani because they live in clo se contact with Azeris. 

However, when we asked about the reason why none of the pupils enter university in 

Azerbaijan, the headmaster explained that there is a pr oblem concerning the terminology in 

Azerbaijani. As all the subjects are taught in Geor gian language, the pupils do not know the 

subject-specific terminology in Azerbaijani. This me ans that the Georgian pupils have a good 

oral knowledge of Azerbaijani used in everyday life, but not enough language competences to 

pass the university entrance test.  

In consequence, the vast majority of the pupils who e nter university pass the university exams 

in Georgia. Currently, there is no Georgian student from the Gakh district studying at 

university in Azerbaijan. According to the deputy di rector of the DED in Gakh, in 2006 two 

pupils tried to pass the university entrance exam in A zerbaijan, but with no success.  
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In the Georgian school we visited, out of 35 students  who finished the eleventh grade in 2006, 

19 students tried to pass the entrance test in Tbilisi , and 11 entered. Most of them entered the 

pedagogical or the medical faculty. 

The university entrance exams in Georgia require fr om the student knowledge in Georgian 

history. However, the history of Georgia is not tau ght in the Georgian schools in Azerbaijan. 

The pupils who attempt to go to university have to le arn it by themselves. Often, they learn it 

with the help of private teachers in Tbilisi.  

During the Soviet Union and up to the mid 90s, there was a system of privileges for Georgians 

in Azerbaijan: a certain quota was fixed for Georgia n pupils to enter Azeri universities. The 

headmaster of the Georgian school we visited looks b ack with nostalgia to these times. She 

would be glad if this opportunity was still available nowadays for her pupils. She argues that 

there are a lot of difficulties for Georgian youngst ers who go to Tbilisi to study, and that not 

every family can afford this.  

According to the headmaster of one of the Georgian s chools in Gakh, most of the students who 

finish university in Tbilisi come back after their studies to live and work in Azerbaijan. People 

in Gakh indicated that usually these university abso lvents are able to find a job in Azerbaijan. 

Our interviewees expressed the view that higher educ ation in Georgian language is no obstacle 

to finding work in Azerbaijan.  

Interestingly, an interview with the Member of Parl iament Duniamin Halilov printed in the 

Russian-language newspaper Zerkalo on 24 February 200 7 draws a completely different picture 

of the situation in the Georgian-populated areas. Hal ilov goes as far as accusing the Georgian 

population of separatist movements. He is outraged tha t in Georgian-medium schools, subjects 

like “History of Georgia”, “Georgian literature” or  “Georgian language” are taught, all of which 

are not part of the official curriculum in Azerbaija n. He complains that with their education 

being in Georgian language, it is clear that they c annot find a job in Azerbaijan. In his opinion, 

the Georgians are getting a privileged treatment by t he local power when it comes to finding 

work. Concerning the system of quotas for entering university in Azerbaijan, he is glad that it 

has been abandoned in the mid 90s. In his opinion, rega rdless to whether education is being 

provided in Georgian or in Azerbaijani language, ever y citizen who lives in Azerbaijan has to 

know the state language, and the Georgians “have to give one part of their attention to the 

learning of the state language”. He continues that once they will know the state language, they 

will not have any problems to enter university in A zerbaijan.  87 

When we confronted our interviewees with the opinion of this deputy, they were surprised and 

said this opinion would not represent the opinion of th e majority of the people living in Gakh, 

and that this must be some sort of provocation. 

                                                 
87“••• •••••• ••••• ••-••• •••, ••• •••• •••••••• ••• •••••••• • •••••••• ••••••• 

••••••••••••?”(How to cut the ground under the feet of tho se who are spreading elements of 
separatism in the northern regions of Azerbaijan), Zerkalo , No. 35, 24 February 2007  
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4.5 The Situation of Talysh Language Education in Talys h-

populated Areas 

For our research, we further traveled to Lenkeran i n the south of the country. The district of 

Lenkeran is the second largest of the Talysh distric ts in terms of population. According to the 

1999 census, 33 per cent of the Talysh reside in Len keran, whereas 48 per cent live in Masally 

district, bordering Lenkeran district in the north. 88 With regard to the percentage that the 

Talysh population makes up in Lenkeran district, there  is outstanding controversy (see 

Chapter 1.3.3 on Talysh Activism Since Independence). Researchers of the SIL-Study on the 

Sociolinguistic Situation of the Talysh in Azerbaij an state in their report that 90 per cent of the 

total population of Lenkeran district is ethnically a nd linguistically Talysh. 89 

We faced considerable restriction in our work in Lenk eran. We were not given permission by 

the local authorities to go to schools or to any ot her official institution. When we approached 

people in official positions, for example at the Distri ct Education Department, they were very 

reluctant to give us any information, saying that t hey were not allowed to answer any question 

without the permission of the head of the department. Some Talysh activists were afraid to 

meet with us or told us not to mention to anybody abo ut our meeting. 

 

4.5.1 The Situation of Talysh Language Education in the Sovi et Times  

In the early Soviet period, the Talysh experienced a r evival of their culture. Schools taught the 

entire curriculum in Talysh language, a newspaper in Talysh language was established and 

more than 500 books were published in Talysh language .90 In the 1930s however, repression 

against the Talysh population grew stronger and in th e end of the decade the Talysh language 

schools were closed. Since the 1930s, the medium of instruction has been Azerbaijani. 

 

4.5.2 The Current Possibilities Offered by the State to Study Talysh Language at 

School 

Since 1992, Talysh classes have been offered in hom ogenous Talysh communities. A Talysh 

language program has been developed for the grades one to four (two hours a week). However, 

there are no Talysh language classes offered in ethn ically mixed communities. The teaching of 

Talysh language is therefore restricted to villages,  which are mostly settled in the mountainous 

regions. According to the director of the pedagogical c ollege in Lenkeran, between 20 and 25 

schools out of a total of 88 schools in Lenkeran dis trict offer Talysh language classes.  

                                                 
88 Yunus, Arif, “Ethnic Profile of Post-Soviet Azerbaijan ”, p.489 
89 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Situa tion of the Talysh in Azerbaijan”, SIL 
International , 2005, p. 10 
90 Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) – Talysh 
http://www.unpo.org/member_profile.php?id=65  
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4.5.3 The Actual Situation of Schools as regards Qualified T eachers and Teaching 

Materials 

According to a methodologist working at the District  Education Department (DED) in 

Lenkeran, two textbooks - for the second and the thi rd grade - have been published in 2006. 

The textbooks for the first and the fourth grade have  been published in 1997. Talysh activists 

expressed their dissatisfaction with the quality of t he books. They explained the bad quality by 

the fact that the authors did not yet have any practi ce in preparing Talysh language textbooks. 

According to the methodologist working at the DED, a  teacher’s guide book for instructing 

Talysh language has been published in 1991. According to Talysh activists, there is a general 

lack of textbooks for the Talysh language classes. 

The director of the pedagogical college in Lenkeran i nformed us that from 1992 to 1996, his 

institution prepared teachers for Talysh language inst ruction. In 1996 they stopped “because 

there was no more need for the preparation of Talysh language teachers”. However, according 

to Talysh activists, the teachers of Talysh languag e are not qualified, and the level of teaching 

is very low. Often, Talysh classes are used for teac hing other subjects. 

There is no possibility to study Talysh language at t he Lenkeran State University. The 

introduction of Talysh language as a subject in the Lenkeran branch of the State University is 

one of the most pressing claims of the Talysh activi sts.  

To the dissatisfaction of our Talysh interviewees, t he deputy director of the District Education 

Department, who is a specialist of Talysh language, w as dismissed in March 2007. They 

expressed fear that from now on, there will be even less attention paid to the instruction of 

Talysh language.  

 

4.5.4 Talysh Children’s Language Proficiency before and after School and Access to 

Higher Education 

In Talysh villages, children do not know Azerbaijani language before going to school. In the 

first grades, the teachers generally use Talysh lan guage to explain the pupils the Azerbaijani 

words which they don’t understand. Talysh children from  lowland communities have greater 

contact with Azerbaijani-speakers and therefore usual ly know Azerbaijani well before they 

start school. More and more, parents in ethnically m ixed communities speak in Azerbaijani 

with their children in order to prepare them for schoo l. According to our Talysh interviewees, 

children who grow up in cities cannot speak Talysh la nguage properly. 

By the time of finishing school, Talysh children who  live in ethnically mixed communities are 

reported to speak Azerbaijani as fluently as their Az eri classmates. They are generally more 
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proficient in Azerbaijani than in Talysh. Even childr en who live in remote mountain villages 

are reported to have a high level of Azerbaijani by the end of the eleventh grade. 91 

Concerning literacy, it was reported that all individu als who speak Talysh could read and write 

Talysh, but most rarely do either. 

With regard to access to higher education, Talysh chi ldren were reported to have the same 

chances as Azeri children as they have equal proficie ncy in Azerbaijani. 

 

4.5.5 Attitudes towards Instruction in Azerbaijani, Russia n and Talyshs Language 

It was very difficult for us to get a grip of the att itudes towards the Azerbaijani-medium 

instruction. The Chairman of the Department of Publi c Relations of the local government, who 

is ethnically Talysh but considers himself Azeri, s tated: “All my knowledge entered my brain 

through the Azerbaijani language, as all the educati on I got was in Azerbaijani language. The 

Azerbaijani language was for me the gate to the wor ld.” However, he wants his children to 

know Talysh language, but he does not consider it t he duty of the school to teach it to them. At 

home, he speaks in Azerbaijani with his children. He  showed himself upset about the claims of 

some Talysh people with regard to the insufficiency o f Talysh language classes at school. ”The 

Talysh are very patriotic. They say that what is done  for them (he means the two hours a week 

of Talysh language instruction during primary school ) is very little. I do not know what they 

want more.” He further finds it very nearsighted to increase the hours of Talysh teaching, 

because there is no literature available in Talysh language. 

The director of the pedagogical college stated: “Now we focus on English language. We need 

English to integrate into the world. What can we do with Talysh language?” According to Azeri 

interviewees, Talysh people choose more and more Azerb aijani language in order to have access 

to all possibilities available in Azerbaijan. They gave the example of some Azeris in Baku who 

speak Russian as their first language in order to hav e access to Russian information or 

education.  

Talysh activists however see the situation different ly: they claim that the state practices a 

policy of forced assimilation by sabotaging the teach ing of the Talysh language and by not 

supporting the publication of Talysh-language books. 

Arzu Abdullayeva, Chairwoman of the Helsinki Citizen s’ Assembly in Baku, stated the 

following. “In the early 90s, some Talysh represent atives came to my office and claimed that 

they want their schools to be entirely in Talysh la nguage. I took note of their claim and 

promised to lobby for it. Sometime later, another gro up of Talysh came to me and voiced their 

deep dissatisfaction with the idea of having the whol e curriculum in Talysh language. They 

argued that this would result in the whole Talysh nat ion being stuck at a low level of education, 

                                                 
91 Clifton, John M. and others, “The Sociolinguistic Situa tion of the Talysh in Azerbaijan”  



 

© CIMERA, 2007 

46 

because there are no universities where they could c ontinue higher education in Talysh. I 

understood the argumentation of the later, and stopped l obbying for a curriculum entirely in 

the minority language.” 

Most of the Talysh activists nowadays do not want th e whole curriculum to be in Talysh 

language. Their claims focus on increasing the qual ity of the classes, first of all by preparing 

qualified Talysh language teachers. Other Talysh act ivists claimed to increase the number of 

Talysh lessons to around five hours a week, from the  first grade to the eleventh grade. They 

argue that speaking Talysh is not enough, and learnin g the literary language requires much 

more time and efforts.  

The director of the Cultural Centre in Lenkeran conf irms that at home, more and more parents 

speak in Azerbaijani with their children, because the y are afraid that their children otherwise 

will not be able to succeed at school. But in his v iew, only low-educated parents neglect to pass 

on the mother tongue to their children. 

 

4.6 History Teaching 

Currently, there is only one set of history textboo ks that is in use in all schools in Azerbaijan. It 

is translated into Russian language. Moreover, by au tumn 2007, the translation into Georgian 

language should be completed. The years of publication  are 2005/2006. However, the textbooks 

look old-fashioned. The history books contain a lot of text and a few pictures. No sources are 

cited; no exercises for critical thinking, group gam es or invitation for consultation of further 

information are included.  

History teachers have to follow a strict curriculum . There is, as stated above, no free choice of 

textbooks. Furthermore, no provisions are made for so me extra hours on the local history. 

Several interviewees said they were convinced that t eachers who would give some lessons on 

the history of their ethnic community would get into  troubles with the local secret service.  

Arif Yunus stated: “It would be more honest to call the textbooks “history of the Azeri people” 

(like the textbooks in Armenia are called), because  there is very little place attributed to 

national minorities. He explains this fact by the ps ychology of the titular nations – a leftover 

from the Soviet times.  

 

4.6.1 The Representation of the Lezgi people in History Teachin g 

The deputy director of the Gusar Education Department r egrets that in the Azeri history 

textbooks, no reference is made to the Lezgi people. H e indicated though that the history books 

cover Sheikh Shamil, who is ethnically Avar (like L ezgis, Avars also belong to the North 

Caucasian group of peoples). 
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“In the old textbooks which were in use until the b reakdown of the Soviet Union, national 

minorities in Azerbaijan were covered, although not in depth. After independence, their names 

were systematically taken out of the history textbo oks”, regrets the editor-in-chief of the Lezgi-

language newspaper “Samur” Sadegat Karimova. She is c onvinced that the absence of the word 

“Lezgi” in the Azeri history textbooks is linked to the Sadval movement and to the fear of the 

government, which sees in everything the root of se paratist activities. A significant number of 

our interviewees regretted that since independence, the history of Azerbaijan has been 

rewritten. Lezgis are not the only group which sees its history removed from the mainstream 

Azeri history.  

The director of the pedagogical college in Qusar howe ver is satisfied with the recent history 

curriculum and textbooks. He thinks that it is neces sary to write a history that is putting aside 

national minorities. “Every people sings its own song . The populations understand the facts in 

their own way. Every author has his own variant of history, and that’s not good.” 92 Other 

interviewees answered similarly by pointing out that  the Lezgis are not the only ethnic 

minority in Azerbaijan and that it would not be possi ble to cover them all.  

The director of the cultural centre of Qusar regrets  that the youth knows little about Lezgi 

history. “Who is to blame? It is their parents. But the parents themselves do not know it. 

During the Soviet times they also could not learn L ezgi history at school.” 

The editor-in-chief of the Lezgi newspaper “Samur” poi nts out that “Lezgi history and culture 

has a strong oral tradition. The most popular songs an d historical legends were never written 

down. They were carefully handed down to future gener ations. Today this has become a 

practically impossible task as there is no one in the  current generation to take them and pass 

them on.” 93  

The few interviewees who stated that they have a sol id knowledge about their own history told 

us that they themselves made efforts to find out abo ut it. They mainly took their knowledge 

from books published in the 60s or 70s covering the h istory of the Caucasian peoples. 

 

4.6.2 The Representation of the Udi people in History Teachin g 

A history teacher from a Russian school in Nidzh indi cated that at several occasions, the Udis 

are explicitly mentioned in the history textbooks of Azerbaijan. However, she would like to see 

more information on the Udis and their role in the Az eri history. She told us that when she 

considers some important material missing in the his tory textbooks, she tells it herself to the 

pupils: “For example, nothing is mentioned about how Na gorno-Karabakh got Armenian. So I 

                                                 
92 However, his dream is to open a filial of local studi es in his college, where pupils will learn about the 
local history, geography, fauna and flora etc. These reg ional studies shall prepare the pupils to work in 
tourism. 
93 “Lezgins Pessimistic About Election“, IWPR Article CRS no. 307, 06 October 05 
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myself tell the children how this happened. The Udis who  lived in Nagorno-Karabakh freely 

chose to assimilate to the Armenian culture and to s peak in Armenian language. Nobody forced 

them.” She calls the Udis a “strange people” ( stranni narod ) for the fact that they freely 

assimilated to the culture of other people around them . 

According to the director of the District Education D epartment in Gebele, the Udi language 

classes also serve to hand over the culture and tradit ions of the Udis. The headmaster of a 

Russian school in Nidzh underlined that the Udis gene rally know their history well. “After the 

breakdown of the Soviet Union, people started to ask t hemselves about who they are. 

Everybody started to be interested in his or her own  history.” According to the teachers of that 

school, the majority of the parents knows Udi folk st ories and tells them to their children. 

 

4.6.3 The Representation of Georgians (Ingiloys) in History Teaching 

A Georgian history teacher indicated that in the six th and in the history textbooks for the 

eleventh grade some information is given on the Ingi loys. The information furnished is however 

restricted to mentioning that they live in the north -west of Azerbaijan. The history teacher 

stated that he is not allowed to deviate from the pro gram. However, he expressed that “there is 

no need for telling our own history; we live here.” 

The history teacher stated further that generally th ere is an interest in the history of Georgia. 

He would welcome the teaching of Azeri history in Ge orgia and of Georgian history in 

Azerbaijan, and he regrets that currently this is no t possible.  

 

4.6.4 The Representation of the Talysh people in History Teac hing 

In an interview in Baku, a Talysh activist told us that in the history textbooks published since 

1991 independence, there is no reference made to the Talysh people. “The word “Talysh” has 

been systematically replaced by the word “Lenkeran”, f or example the word “Talysh khanate” is 

replaced by the “Lenkeran khanate”.” He thinks that t his development is related to the short 

period of separatism in 1993.  

A Talysh historian and ethnographer who works as a professor at the history department of the 

Lenkeran university stated in an interview that the ethnography of the Talysh is included in 

the Azeri ethnography. However, it is not mentioned t hat it is Talysh, and therefore perceived 

to be part of the Azeri cultural heritage. He specifi ed that only in specialized scientific books, 

the name “Talysh” is mentioned. 

In contrast, the chairman of the Department of Publi c Relations of the local government in 

Lenkeran stated that one has to learn “first the his tory of the people, and then the history of his 

own court”. In his view, every person has to know th e history of his ancestors, but is not the 

duty of the school to provide this information. 
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4.7 Education Reform in Azerbaijan 

The main decision-making body in education policy is th e President’s Apparatus, which 

operates in consultation with the Ministry of Educat ion (MoE). The MoE has primary 

responsibility for the implementation of education po licies. 

The World Bank is currently funding an education refo rm project in Azerbaijan. The first 

period from 1999 to 2004 has been evaluated by the Ban k in a report. 94 The Curriculum 

Development component has been implemented during 4.5 y ears with the aid of an 

international consultancy firm, which has later bee n rejected by the government. The World 

Bank evaluated this component as “unsatisfactory”.  

The Teacher Training component was mainly implemente d by international bodies like the 

British Council, the US Embassy (US State Department ), the Open Society Institute Assistance 

Foundation and others. This component of the Education  Reform Project was rated as 

“satisfactory” by the World Bank.  

The current step of the Azerbaijan Education Reform Project (from 2003 to 2007) is focusing on 

the development of the education sector. Among the ma in components figure the quality of 

education and its compliance to real needs, with their subcomponents of curriculum reform, 

teacher training and textbooks and reading materials. 95 

The Open Society Soros Foundation (OSI) in Azerbaija n is involved in the reform process as a 

partner organisation. The OSI specifically provides technical expertise in three components of 

the Education Reform Project: Textbooks and other rea ding materials, improving equity and 

access of the poor to education and ICT application in schools. 

The Center for Innovative Education (CIE) is a spin-o ff from the OSI-Azerbaijan. Its main aim 

is to assist educational experts, institutions, policy -makers, advocacy groups and the general 

public in improving the quality and efficiency of educa tion in Azerbaijan. The activities of the 

CIE range from capacity building to policy advice, in cluding technical assistance to education 

professionals and advocacy work. 96  

The Education Problems Institute was founded by the st ate in 2005 in order to support the 

educational reforms in Azerbaijan. The center develope d the first framework for a new national 

curriculum. A document with the content and the expec ted results was established and 

approved by the government last year. 

We had a chance to speak to Enver Abbasov, Head of the  Curriculum Center, and Ramiz 

Huseynov, responsible for the reformed history curr iculum, about the foreseen reforms of the 

                                                 
94 World Bank, Azerbaijan Education Reform Project, Imple mentation completion report  
95 See website of the World Bank in Azerbaijan 
96 See http://www.educationforward.net/  
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history curriculum. The major changes in the histor y curriculum, according to Abbasov, are 

that it will not be so overloaded anymore; “only the  important parts of the history will be kept”. 

Another important development is the removal of any k ind of enemy image. “For instance, only 

the Armenian government, not the Armenian people will  be accused for the horrible events 

during the Nagorno-Karabakh war». They plan to produce  a variety of history textbooks which 

will all include sources. The new curriculum will en courage pupils to freely express their 

opinion, to make connections between events and to de velop the ability to think critically. 

According to Huseynov, “the history curriculum will be to a lesser degree based on chronological 

info, but on the cultural development of civilizatio ns”. In his opinion, the history should only 

give information, and not analytical opinions. “Histo ry should be written the way it is.” He is 

against the inclusion of several differing or even c onflicting views.  

 

5. The Situation of Minority Media in Azerbaijan 

In the 1920s, when minority communities experienced  a period of official support for the 

development of their culture, a lot of them started to  print their own newspapers in their 

mother tongue. With the build-up of the Stalinist r egime however, some of the newspapers had 

to close down.97 After the breakup of the Soviet Union, in particular  after the publication of the 

presidential decree on developing minority languages (w ritten by the then president Elchibey 

in 1992), hopes of national minorities for a reviva l of their cultures grew. Minority 

representatives resumed the printing of minority lan guage newspapers, counting on state 

support for their activities. However, until now they  did not get any official funding and 

therefore face strong financial hardship.  

There are two newspapers in Lezgi language, “Samur” a nd “Gusar”. We had the opportunity to 

speak to both editors-in-chief. The “Gusar” newspaper has been published since 1932. 

Currently, only one of the eight pages is in Lezgi l anguage, the rest is in Azerbaijani. Socio-

political issues as well as local and international news are in Azerbaijani. Lezgi specific issues 

like culture, ethnography and literature are in Lezg i language. Until the 90ies, the paper was 

to eighty per cent in Lezgi. During Soviet times, th e paper was published three times a week. 

Nowadays, it is only printed twice a month due to miss ing financial means. According to the 

editor-in-chief of the “Gusar” newspaper, the main publ ic of his newspaper is teachers and local 

officials. The main problems of his newspaper are of  financial nature, as the newspaper does 

not get any governmental funding. Further, according to the editor-in-chief it is difficult to find 

contributors to the newspaper without offering paymen t. From time to time however, historians 

write for “Gusar” articles on historically signific ant events for the Lezgi people. When asked 

about censorship, he told us that he has never had any  problems with the local authorities. “We 

                                                 
97 The Talysh language newspaper “Red Talysh“ was shut down , whereas the Lezgi language newspaper 
“Red Gusar“ could contine working throughout the whole Soviet  period.  
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apply self-censure. We know very well what we can wri te and what we cannot write. As 

journalists we are further bound by an ethical code for journalists.” 

“Samur” has been published since 1992. Four to five pa ges of the total eight pages are in Lezgi 

language. The articles in Lezgi are on Lezgi litera ture, poetry, culture and history, whereas the 

articles in Azerbaijani and Russian cover news. Sade gat Karimova, editor-in-chief, is a famous 

Lezgi poet and writer. She has published a number of c hildren’s books, novels and poetry books 

in the last few years. The major aim of her dedicati on is the preservation of the Lezgi language. 

Two times a month 2000 exemplars of “Samur” are print ed. The editor-in-chief drives herself to 

the regions in order to distribute them. The major pu blic of “Samur” is intellectuals in Baku 

and the northern regions, teachers, students and pensio ners. “Samur” faces financial hardship, 

as it does not receive any funding from the state. Sa degat Karimova insists that in the 

presidential decree from 1992, it is stated that minor ity languages shall be developed and that 

money shall be allocated for it. However, she has n ever received a cent.  

Sadegat Karimova pointed out the fact that one page of  her newspaper is destined to Lezgi 

teachers. “I’m familiar with the lack of teaching m aterials for Lezgi language teaching. 

Therefore, I design a page for classroom use in ever y number of “Samur”. The material is 

usually on a famous Lezgi writer or a historical per son. I give background information, and 

then I ask some questions to be answered during clas s and some proposals for further 

activities”.  

The biggest feeling of discrimination among Lezgis i n Gusar comes from the fact that they do 

not have their own TV station in Gusar, from where they could broadcast programs in Lezgi 

language. In neighboring Quba, there are two local TV stations, but both of them broadcast 

only Azerbaijani language programs. The Gusar Radio s tation was closed down three years ago 

for unknown reasons. Before its closure, it sent ou t two times a week a 15-minute program in 

Lezgi language.  

Concerning newspapers in Talysh language, the only Ta lysh-medium newspaper “Tolyshi Sado” 

(Voice of the Talysh) closed down with the arrest o f its editor-in-chief and two of his co-workers 

in February 2007. The independent Azerbaijani newspap er “South News” however covers issues 

that are of particular interest to Talysh people, for  instance the lack of Talysh language 

textbooks.  

Talysh language programs are aired twice a week half  an hour on “Araz” radio station. 
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6. International Organizations and Local NGOs 

6.1 The Role of International Organizations 

The role of International Organizations in the fiel d of minority issues in Azerbaijan is minor. 

The Council of Europe (CoE) Advisory Committee on t he FCNM  monitors the implementation 

of the Framework Convention on National Minorities (FCNM)  by the state. In December 2005, 

a “Follow-up Meeting on the Implementation of the Fra mework Convention for the Protection 

of National Minorities” was held in Baku.  

The OSCE does currently not have carry out any activ ities related to minority issues in 

Azerbaijan. In July 2006, it had a discussion paper prep ared by a development researcher on 

“Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbaijan, Emergi ng trends and tensions”  98. 

IREX has an Internet Access and Training Program tha t provides free internet access and 

training (also in minority languages, for instance in Lezgi). It is aimed at developing 

community oriented networks. According to the chairma n of the Gusar HCA branch, there is an 

IREX program which supports the publication of existing  Lezgi literature and poetry online. 99  

The Media Diversity Institute conducted a project cal led “Training the media, empowering 

minorities: a project for improved media coverage of et hnic and minority issues in the South 

Caucasus” from 2003-2006. 100 

 

6.2 The Work of Local NGOs 

Up to now, the role of civil society organizations i n the field of minority issues has been modest. 

Most Azerbaijani NGOs are based in the capital and fe w have regional branches. The Helsinki 

Citizens’ Assembly (HCA), however, has a very dense system of regional branches. However, 

they focus on other topics and do only marginally deal with minority issues. The Human Rights 

Center of Azerbaijan published an “Alternative Report  on the Compliance of the Azerbaijan 

Republic with The Convention on Elimination of All F orms of Racial Discrimination” in 2005. 

The Institute of Peace and Democracy seems to be one  of the most active NGOs in the field of 

minority issues. The Resource Center of National Mi norities appears not to have conducted any 

activities at all in the last years.  

                                                 
98 Kotecha, Hema, “Islamic and Ethnic Identities in Azerbai jan: Emerging trends and tensions”, A 

Discussion Paper, OSCE, July 2006 
99 http://epd.irex.az/  
100 http://www.media-
diversity.org/our%20projects%20and%20programs/Active /Training%20the%20media.htm  
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7. Conclusion 

Nationalist expression has been suppressed throughout m ost of the Soviet period, but gained 

momentum after Azerbaijan’s independence in the early  90s. The period of separatism, in 

particular among the Lezgi and the Talysh populations,  has however been brief, as the 

separatist movements did not gain the support of a large  part of their communities. The long 

history of repression has, in particular among the Ta lyshs, caused a profound disinterest in 

questions related to ethnic identity and discouraged the  voicing of any kind of nationalist 

expressions.  

The current state policy towards minorities is essen tially a variant of the Soviet pattern of 

recognizing the importance of ethnicity, but suppressi ng political demands for autonomy. 

Increasingly, the administration tends to moderate the  relevance of ethnic identity and instead 

promotes a state-defined Azeri identity.  

Minorities generally have a satisfying knowledge of the state language. Since the breakdown of 

the Soviet Union and in a period 16 years, they have achieved a much better proficiency in the 

state language than minorities in the neighboring c ountries. Outside of Baku, Azerbaijani is 

clearly becoming the main medium of instruction in t he schools - at the expense of Russian 

language. As a result, Azerbaijani proficiency is co nsiderably higher than Russian proficiency 

among all minorities outside of Baku. 

Minority representatives as well as international mo nitoring bodies are, in contrast, concerned 

with the diminishing importance of minority languages  and the lack of state support for their 

promotion. The findings of our research reflect that for Lezgi, Udi and Georgian, high language 

vitality is guaranteed by the fact that these langu ages are still widely used in the home and 

within the respective communities. On the opposite, t he Talysh community nowadays 

extensively uses Azerbaijani language even for info rmal communication at home and on the 

street - except in remote mountainous villages. 

The Azeri state offers the possibility for pupils belo nging to an ethnic minority to study their 

mother tongue at school. Georgian children in wester n Azerbaijan go to Georgian-medium 

schools with the whole curriculum being in Georgian . For Lezgis, Udis and Talyshs the general 

principle is that pupils have lessons of their mother t ongue two hours per week from the first to 

the fourth grade. This opportunity is however exclus ively available in mono-ethnic, or nearly 

mono-ethnic, settlements. Shortcomings with respect  to qualified teachers and up-to-date 

textbooks in minority languages have however hamper ed the development of language 

education for the minorities concerned. The findings o f our research indicate that parents and 

teachers are generally satisfied with the amount of hours attributed to minority-language 

instruction, but would like to see the quality of te aching improve. The most frequent claims of 

our interviewees were, on the one hand, that the Aze rbaijan University of Languages, the Baku 

State University or the Pedagogical University shoul d open faculties for minority languages 

and prepare qualified teachers and specialists for those languages. On the other hand, more 

attention should be given to the creation of a suffi cient number of teaching materials for the 



 

© CIMERA, 2007 

54 

instruction of minority languages. Furthermore, in particular members of the Lezgi community 

expressed the strong desire to get some state support for the organization of minority languages 

courses in Baku, Sumgait and other large cities. 

As for the proficiency in the state language, ethnic  minority pupils generally have a good 

command of Azerbaijani after finishing school and do not face any problem to access higher 

education in this regard. Georgian children, in contr ast, most frequently move to Georgia to 

enter university in Tbilisi.  

The attitude of parents and teachers towards instructi on in the state language is definitely 

positive. Minority communities have broadly accepted t he linguistic dominance of Azerbaijani 

and feel that their interests are best served by achi eving a good command of the state language. 

None of our respondents indicated that he or she pe rceives education in the state language as a 

threat to his or her own culture. Also, none of our  Lezgi, Talysh or Udi interviewees advocated 

the adoption of minority language-medium education wi th some or all subjects being taught in 

the minority language. In their views, minority lan guage-medium teaching would only make 

sense if pupils could get higher education in that lan guage (for instance Georgian pupils living 

in Azerbaijan can go to university in Tbilisi). 

Since the independence, the history of Azerbaijan ha s been rewritten. In mainstream history 

teaching very little place is attributed to national minorities. A significant part of our Lezgi, 

Talysh and Georgian interviewees regretted that they see the names of their communities, and 

thus their history, being removed from mainstream Az eri history.  

Media in minority languages are mostly inexistent, h ad to close down or face enormous 

financial hardship. The few minority newspapers or radi o stations currently working generally 

diffuse cultural information, literature or poetry in  minority languages. Due to a lack of 

teaching materials, minority language teachers ofte n use minority language newspapers as 

reading materials in the class.  

In the last few years, International Organizations have been conducting very few activities in 

the field of minority issues in Azerbaijan. Likewise , the role of local NGOs –except for a few – 

has been mostly insignificant.  
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