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Background  
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Southern Azerbaijan is a region in northwest Iran which lies south of Armenia and the 
Republic of Azerbaijan. Southern Azerbaijan is populated by Shi’a Muslim Azerbaijani Turks. 
They speak a Turkic language that is similar to Turkish and Iraqi Turkmen. There are an 
estimated 30 million members of the population in Iran of Azerbaijani descent. The civil 
struggle for the restoration of the national rights of the Southern Azerbaijani Turks, including 
those living in Tehran, continues in the face of systematic suppression by the Iranian 
government of the Azeri heritage and language. 
 
Linguistic and Cultural Rights 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Currently, the Azerbaijani Turkish language is suppressed in Iran, even though the Iranian 
constitution enshrines the right of minority groups to use their own language. The central 
government, however, prohibits use of Azerbaijani Turkish in schools, and no education is 
available at any level. There is a strong feeling that Azerbaijani culture and heritage is being 
ignored, and in some cases physically destroyed by bombing to make way for new buildings, 
as in the case of the Ark Castle in Tabriz. 
 
Economic Discrimination 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Strict rules in the financial system and a persistent lack of government investment in the 
region has contributed to mass emigration from rural areas and a flux of more than eight 
million emigrants living in overcrowded conditions and poverty in the capital and other central 
cities.  Along with routine harassment, economically discriminatory policies are being 
practiced. As a local newspaper disclosed, government investments in industries and mines 
in Kerman, a central city in Iran, have been 300 times greater than in the Azerbaijani region. 
The lack of infrastructure in the region became especially clear after the earthquakes of 
August 2012, when rescue operations and medical assistance were minimal.  
 
Loss of Territorial Integrity and Identity 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
The region has long been the Azerbaijani Turks’ homeland, until the kingdom collapsed and 
the Pahlavi dynasty came to rule Iran. This saw the beginnings of the anti-Turk movement, 
with the central government repeatedly splitting Southern Azerbaijan into several different 
regions and pursuing a policy of separation of the peoples of the region from their native 
languages and culture. Iran’s regimes have also altered the ethnic demography of the 
separated provinces of Azerbaijan by relocating groups of Fars into some of the Southern 
Azerbaijani provinces, like Qazvin and Hamadan. 
 
Political Prisoners 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
There are several reports of occasions when the Iranian authorities have arrested people in 
Azerbaijani gatherings. Azerbaijani Turks have been detained and sent to prison on charges 
such as “establishing organizations against the system” and “spreading propaganda against 
the system”. Some of these sentences were up to eight years long and individuals were not 
granted legal representation.   


