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Dissidence from a Distance
Iranian Politics as Viewed from Colonial Daghestan

Rebecca Ruth Gould

Unlike many modern nation-states and the regions they comprise, the Caucasus 
is defined neither by a single language nor by its affiliation to a single ethnicity or 
religion, but rather by its multiplicity. As a marginalized crossroads at the intersec-
tion of several imperial formations, the Caucasus is distinguished by the multilin-
gual and multiconfessional identities that have developed within its ambit, as well 
as by its resistance to the kind of homogeneous narrative that characterizes the 
logic of nation-states. From the Sasanians to the ‘Abbasids to the Mongols, to the 
Ottomans, Safavids, and Qajars, each empire that annexed or occupied this region 
shaped local literary production, in Persian, Arabic, and several Turkic languages, 
including Azeri, Qumyq, and Nogai. One of the distinctive features of the Cauca-
sus is that, without ever being dominated by a single tradition, the many genres 
and texts that were authored on its terrain shaped multiple transnational literary 
traditions, including Persian, Arabic, and various Turkic literatures. This hetero-
geneous genealogy of influence applies above all to Persian, which generated a 
milieu, termed Persographic by Nile Green in the introduction to this volume, 
that transcended imperial borders. Indeed, it might be argued that the Caucasus, 
like much of South Asia, illustrates the broad divergence between the Persophone 
(Persian as a spoken language) and the Persographic (Persian as a written lan-
guage), which this volume is uniquely suited to reveal.

For most of history, the Caucasus was not formally part of any Persian or 
Persianate dynasty (the Shirvanshahs, vassals of the Saljuqs, are one exception). 
Nonetheless, it has frequently been considered the northernmost periphery of the 
Persographic world. Yet, in the Caucasus, geographic peripherality has often coex-
isted with cultural centrality. Home to several centers of Persian literary produc-
tion, including Shirvan, Ganja, and Derbent, the Caucasus has played a unique 
role in shaping Persian literary history. Nizami (d. 1209), whose cycle of literary 
romances (masnawis) were to become among the most frequently imitated works 
across the Persianate world, produced these works from his home in Ganja, not 
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far from the Georgian border. In his prodigious confrontational verses, Khaqani 
of Shirvan (d. 1191) similarly depicted a sensibility that could only have been ar-
ticulated by a poet who had come of age along imperial borderlands, and whose 
understanding of Islam was profoundly shaped by his contact with Christian cul-
ture. Entire genres, such as the prison poem, which Khaqani pioneered, were the 
product of a subaltern identity formed on the margins of empires and at a cross-
roads of cultures.1

The unique status of Persian as a language of writing in the Caucasus meant 
that the process whereby colonial modernity replaced what in chapter 12 of this 
volume Abbas Amanat calls the “once thriving sociocultural sphere that stretched 
from Khotan to Sarajevo and from Tbilisi to Mysore” did not follow the same 
trajectory as its gradual demise elsewhere. Although never wholly hegemonic, 
Persian continued to shape literary culture across the Caucasus even after much 
of the region was incorporated into the Russian Empire. Persian in the Caucasus 
was fragmented from the very beginning; it never encompassed the entirety of 
literary culture. Yet the fragmented, graphic status of this literary language in a 
geography wherein it was rarely spoken may have helped to keep its ethos alive in 
the Caucasus amid the rise of national identities. Far from representing a tradition 
that was being erased, Persian inflected all of the major literatures of the Caucasus, 
from Georgian to Armenian to Azeri. Even when Persian was overtaken in early 
modernity by Turkic and indigenous languages as the primary medium of literary 
culture, its historical role in creating a cohesive literary culture, woven together 
by common themes, tropes, genres, and narratives, persisted up to and after the 
Russian revolution.

Standard histories of Persian literature concentrate on the Caucasus during the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but the influence of the Caucasus on the Per-
sian literary imagination did not end with Nizami and Khaqani or the literary 
genres these poets pioneered (the masnawi and the qasida, respectively). As a re-
sult of Safavid deportations to regions around Isfahan of Georgian and Armenian 
communities, begun by Shah ‘Abbas I (r. 1588–1629), Iranian culture continued 
to be shaped by literary production in the Caucasus, and in new ways.2 Whereas 
Saljuq-era experiments in Persian poetics primarily involved textual transmis-
sion from the periphery to the center, Safavid-era literary production in Persian 
travelled in the opposite direction. Georgian kings such as Teimuraz I of Kakheti  
(r. 1605–16, 1625–48), who came of age in Isfahan and was buried in Astarabad, 
used their training in Persian poetics to develop a new Persianate canon for 
Georgian literature.3

One consequence of the Safavid practice of having Georgians regularly serve 
as slaves (ghulam) of the shah was to enable extensive intermingling between Ira-
nian rulers and non-Iranian subjects.4 As Said Amir Arjomand has pointed out, 
“the mothers of all the Safavid shahs from Shah Safi I (r. 1629–42) onward were 
Georgians.”5 Equally salient is the fact that “the longest-serving grand vizier under 
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Sultan Husayn, Fath-‘Ali Khan Daghistani (in office 1715–20), was a self-pro-
claimed Sunni who hailed from the tribal, fervently Sunni region of Daghestan.”6 
As a result of the extensive presence of Georgians at the Safavid court, Georgian 
intermingled with Persian in the harems of Isfahan, and Safavid shahs grew up 
hearing this language. For the first time in the literary history of the Caucasus, 
under Safavid rule, Georgian poets passed much of their life within the borders 
of Iran. Iran went from being an imaginary geography in Caucasus literary his-
tory to being an ever-present, oppressive political reality. Safavid Iran could not be 
idealized, but, as a matter of political exigency, it had to be engaged. The Safavid 
court continued the tradition of exchange between the literary culture of Iran and 
the Caucasus from prior eras, but these new, early modern contacts could not be 
extracted from the broader coercive dynamics of Safavid rule.

Intermingling did not take place to this degree in earlier eras, not least because 
Tbilisi and Shirvan were centers of power in their own right, and Georgian rulers 
had no reason to reside in Iranian capitals such as Isfahan and Shiraz. With the 
weakening of Georgian sovereignty in the early modern era and the collapse of 
centralized rule in the Caucasus, the center-periphery relation changed. Rather 
than expanding outward, as Saljuq and Ghaznavid sultans had done, the Safavid 
shahs evinced a “relative lack of expansionist zeal . . . [and] never sought to extend 
their dominion far beyond the plateau.”7 Safavid rulers preferred to focus on sta-
bilizing their immediate domains rather than engaging in wars of conquest and 
expansion. This meant cultivating literary culture closer to home, and pursuing a 
relatively insular approach to literary patronage. Yet Safavid rulers’ lack of expan-
sionist zeal did not mean that they were not guided by an imperial design. Rather, 
their imperial agenda prioritized securing the borders of the Safavid Empire rather 
than extending them. In order to achieve this goal, millions of Georgians and Ar-
menians were deported to the environs of Isfahan. In making Iran their new home, 
the deportees often applied the names of the villages they had been forced to aban-
don to their new abodes. Hence the paucity of conquests of the Caucasus during 
the Safavid period was compensated for by mass deportations, the emptying out of 
the Caucasus, and the incorporation of deported Georgians and Armenians into 
Safavid Iran. In the early modern Persianate world, the expansionist Saljuq state 
was replaced by the Safavids’ aggressive assimilation.

By the late nineteenth century, in the late stages of Qajar rule (1785–1925), ag-
gressive assimilation had given way to a different dynamic. Now that the geopo-
litical center of gravity had shifted dramatically westward, official policy focused 
on the imitation of, and rivalry with, an ascendant Europe, as well as with the 
Ottoman Empire. Reform, revolution, liberty, equality, and constitutionalism were 
the keywords of this age. Literary culture reflected this shift. Poetry gave way to 
prose, and the imaginative stories about times past that had structured Nizami’s 
medieval romances were replaced by political polemics, including castigations of 
the Qajar regime and calls for limiting the power of the sovereign and introducing 
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new political forms through which the will of the people could be realized. For 
Qajar-era writers, being political meant engaging with the classical categories of 
European liberalism, and seeking to reform Islam along these lines, rather than 
praising the ruling regime.

MIGR ATORY IDENTITIES IN THE CAUCASUS

Even when nineteenth-century Persian literary production in the Caucasus shifted 
away from poetry to engage with other genres, many of them in prose, Persian 
never ceased to figure heavily in the literatures of the Caucasus . The annexation 
of much of Georgia and Azerbaijan by the Russian Empire in the early nineteenth 
century, especially following the Treaty of Gulistan (1813), introduced a new ori-
entation to print culture. These decades witnessed a proliferation of serial publi-
cations that circulated across the Ottoman, Mughal, and Russian empires, such 
as Habl al-Matin (The Strong Cord, 1893 to 1930), published in Calcutta, and the 
even more influential Mulla Nasr al-Din (1906–31), published first in Tbilisi, sub-
sequently in Tabriz, and finally in Baku, as censors successively sought to bring 
its existence to a halt.8 Eventually banned in Iran, Mulla Nasr al-Din reached 
Iranian readers by being smuggled in along with cloth and other merchandise.9 In 
shaping what Nile Green has called the Persianate world’s “paper modernity,” this 
serial print culture, much of which originated in the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
greatly contributed to the spread of the ideas that inspired the Iranian Constitu-
tional Revolution.10

The new print culture that these publications inspired and sustained was largely 
the creation of a merchant class that was increasingly detached from the ‘ulama. 
Across Central Asia and the Caucasus, the publishers and contributors to these 
publications participated in an intellectual movement that sought to carve out a 
new sphere for public debate through the reform of the education system and the 
development of print culture.11 Throughout the Russian empire, these reformers 
led the way in creating a new class of intellectuals, many of whom had religious ed-
ucations but who chose to write for the general public rather than the ‘ulama. Un-
til recently, the general consensus in Central Asian history has been that “jadidism 
as a reformist project would have been inconceivable without the printing press, 
for the printed word allowed the Jadids to challenge the moral authority of the 
established rural elite, the ulema.”12 More recent years have witnessed a critical ap-
proach to this narrative, with Devin DeWeese, Paolo Sartori, and others challeng-
ing the binary opposition between the Jadid reformers and the ‘ulama.13

Much like the Russian intelligentsia, individuals from the emergent social class 
that fostered the development of Persian print culture often had merchant back-
grounds and worked in multiple languages. They were cosmopolitan in tempera-
ment, vocation, and biography. In some respects they resembled their predeces-
sors from earlier centuries, except that these new figures choose prose, rather than 
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poetry, as their medium of choice. Their writing engaged with the debates of the 
time, and drew heavily on the European Enlightenment, as mediated by Russian 
sources, and with substantive admixtures of Indian and Ottoman learning.14 The 
reading publics they cultivated extended across the Caucasus and in many cases 
deep into Central Asia, all the way to South Asia. Often migrants to the Cauca-
sus, these intellectuals, who were variously Iranian, Turkic, and mixtures of other 
ethnicities, made their home in the Caucasus, a region known for its ethnic and 
confessional diversity. The work these intellectuals produced reflects their inter-
secting migratory identities.

The impact of the Jadids of the Russian empire, in particular the Caucasus, 
on political developments within Iran harkens back to a pre-Safavid dialectic of 
center/periphery relations, whereby intellectual developments on the edges of the 
Persianate world came to be seen as the standard toward which Iranian intellectu-
als should aspire. Although the differences are so incommensurable as to preclude 
most reasonable comparison, Muslim reformers of this era in the Caucasus and the 
Saljuq-era poets had in common the fact that their learning was in many respects 
more cosmopolitan than that of their counterparts within Iran. Like the twelfth-
century poets, Muslim reformers of the nineteenth-century Caucasus were lumi-
naries of their age. Also like the earlier poets in and around the Saljuq court and 
their vassals, the Shirvanshahs, they were attentive to developments in Iran. There 
was also a demographic dimension to this connection, given that Iranians were the 
largest diasporic group in the Russian empire and most members of this diaspora 
resided in the Caucasus.

Coming to terms with Persian literature in the Caucasus after the Russian an-
nexation means engaging with the particular kind of modernity that these po-
litical shifts and technological transformations fostered. Writers’ global affiliations 
shifted during these years, with the introduction of rapid forms of communica-
tion such as the telegraph and the transregional networks that traversed new po-
litical boundaries. Moscow, Tbilisi, Baku, Tehran, Tabriz, Yerevan, and Tashkent 
became linked in hitherto unforeseen ways. In some instances, new alliances 
brought about linguistic shifts, including an increased use of Russian as a language 
of communication. In other instances, global realignments instead offered new 
frameworks for engaging with local traditions that were articulated in forms that 
were predominantly Persographic (including Persian as well as Persian-influenced 
forms). As had been the case for centuries, Persian functioned temporally as well 
as spatially to create mobile communities of readers who collectively engaged with 
the future of Islam, educational reform, and the challenges of modernity.

Thanks in part to exchanges between Russian, Iranian, Georgian, and Azeri 
writers, the Caucasus was a center for many cultural flows during the nineteenth 
century. Writers such as ‘Abbas Quli Agha Bakikhanuf (1794–1847) and Mirza Fath 
‘Ali Akhundzada (1812–1878) each passed some of their lives in Tbilisi, the cultural 
capital of the Caucasus and a meeting place for writers, intellectuals, publishers, 



264        New Empires, New Nations, ca. 1800–1920 

and merchants from Iran, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. When writers gathered in 
Tbilisi, their native ties to Iran, Azerbaijan, and Armenia intermingled, linguisti-
cally and politically, with new cosmopolitan identities. Through such assimilative 
processes, nineteenth-century Persian literature in the Caucasus became hetero-
geneous and resistant to attempts from Tehran to make Persian isomorphic with 
the Qajar state. Immersed as it was in advancing social transformation, the Persian 
literature of the nineteenth-century Caucasus—of Bakikhanuf and Akhundzada—
was commensurately global in its imagination. Instead of the cities that had been 
centers of Persianate culture under the Ghaznavids and Saljuqs (namely, Ghazna, 
Lahore, Shirvan, and Ganja), the nineteenth-century centers of Persographic cul-
ture outside Iranian borders were Tbilisi, Baku, and Istanbul. Although Persian 
was not the official language in any of these cities, each of them nurtured a culture 
that was broadly Persianate. In each city, too, newspapers and journals banned in 
Iran were published and distributed. Hence, without being formally part of Iran, 
each of these cities has a central place in the history of Persian literature.

The remainder of this chapter focuses on an intellectual whose work and life 
epitomize the cultural and political flows that characterize the periphery/center 
relation instituted by Qajar rule. It brings together a perspective on the long his-
tory of Persian literature across the centuries with specific attention to the shaping 
of this imagination by currents in Russian political life and intellectual history. 
In many cases, these currents were mediated to Iran from Europe via Russia. It 
therefore responds, albeit schematically, to Ali Ansari’s recent query, addressed to 
those who wish to reconstruct the intellectual history of the Iranian Constitutional 
Revolution: “If . . . as we know, a rich flow of intellectual traffic came via Russia, 
to what extent did Russian intellectualism affect the interpretation and transmis-
sion of those texts?”15 In the writings of Mirza ‘Abd al-Rahim Talibuf (1834–1911) 
we can better perceive both the trajectory of the Iranian enlightenment and the 
shaping influence on Iranian modernity of Russian ideas and the environment of 
the Caucasus.

‘ABD AL-R AHIM TALIBUF:  A BRIEF BIO GR APHY

Born in the Iranian city of Tabriz, Talibuf was part of the wave of Iranian migrants 
who travelled north in search of greater economic opportunity as well as new in-
tellectual horizons. As Hassan Hakimian has demonstrated, migration from Iran 
to the Russian empire, primarily to the Caucasus between 1880 and 1914, was un-
precedented in scope and scale.16 Indeed, existing data suggests that Iranians may 
have been “the largest group of foreign subjects in the Russian Empire.”17 Talibuf ’s 
trajectory fits into the demographic captured in the Russian Imperial Census of 
1897, which recorded 73,920 Persian-speaking migrants throughout Russia, 60,405 
of whom resided in the Caucasus. Roughly 17,000 of these Persian-speakers re-
sided in Baku; 6,000 in Tbilisi; and just over 1,000 in Daghestan, where Talibuf 



figure 14. Across imperial frontiers: ‘Abd al-Rahim Talibuf. Undated photograph by 
an unknown photographer in Talibuf, Azadi u Siyasat, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran, 1978), 
unnumbered plate.
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was living when the census was completed.18 Unlike Bakikhanuf and Akhundzada, 
Talibuf was not native to the Caucasus; like the migrants studied by Hakimian, 
he travelled to Tbilisi from Tabriz in search of a new life. He did well for him-
self in Tbilisi and stayed behind, eventually relocating to Daghestan, where he 
blended into the local community, dedicated himself to writing, and quickly be-
came a successor to the Persianate reformist tradition pioneered by Bakikhanuf 
and Akhundzada.

Within Iran, the Caucasus, and globally, the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury was an era of monumental changes. The fragmenting Russian and Qajar em-
pires were both giving rise to new political formations, especially in the Caucasus. 
Geographically and temporally, Jadids of the Russian empire were both influenced 
by and influential on the revolutions that took place both to the north and to the 
south. From Tabriz to Tbilisi to Temir Khan Shura (at that time the capital of  
Daghestan, then a province of the Russian Empire), Persophone intellectuals were 
at the forefront of efforts to rethink the meanings of liberty, freedom, and political 
legitimacy in terms that could have traction within Muslim society. Bakikhanuf 
presided over the first generation of these intellectuals, who were ethnically Turkic 
but wrote primarily in Persian.19 Akhundzada, another Azeri writer and thinker 
whose works attained notoriety in Iran, presided over the second generation. Al-
though he migrated to the Caucasus late in life, in light of his prodigious output 
and significant influence on local intellectual life, Talibuf was among the most 
prominent figures in the third generation of Persianate thinkers that shaped intel-
lectual life both within Iranian borders and throughout the Caucasus.

Talibuf ’s biography differs from those of his predecessors Bakikhanuf and 
Akhundzada, whose direct contact with Iran ranged from minimal to nonexistent. 
Born in Iran, he interacted directly with leading Iranian intellectuals during his 
lifetime. During the decades in which he resided in Temir Khan Shura, Iranian in-
tellectuals undertook pilgrimages to see him. The poet Yahya Dawlatabadi, whose 
memoirs exhibit a broad fascination with the Caucasus, travelled to Daghestan 
to visit him.20 Talibuf corresponded with the lexicographer, poet, and social critic 
‘Ali Akbar Dihkhuda (1879–1956) and other influential supporters of the Iranian 
Constitutional Revolution of 1905. He met the Iranian diplomat Hasan Taqizada 
(1878–1970) in person when the latter came to see him in Baku.21

In perhaps the strongest sign of his influence on the Iranian revolution, Talibuf 
was selected as a deputy to the first Iranian parliament (1906–8). To the surprise 
of his many readers, after having acquired such respect from his countrymen, 
Talibuf refused to travel to Tehran, even when invited to do so. He preferred to 
observe the revolution that he had inspired from afar. Whether out of principle 
or simply through historical happenstance, Talibuf practiced dissidence from a 
distance. Various reasons have been suggested for Talibuf ’s refusal to travel to Iran 
to take up a position in the parliament, but the most persuasive one has been given 
by the literary historian Yahya Aryanpur: having been declared persona non grata 
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by the ʿulama, and indeed labeled an infidel (kafir) within Iran, Talibuf was not 
eager to return to a country where his books had been condemned.22 Furthermore, 
his critical orientation may have benefitted from the distance he maintained be-
tween himself and the political turbulence of the era. Iraj Parsinijad for one has 
argued that Talibuf regarded literary criticism as a means of engaging with the 
social and political tribulations of his time.23

Bakikhanuf and Akhundzada were both born in what was to become during 
their lifetimes Russian (rather than Iranian) Azerbaijan. By contrast, Talibuf was 
born in Iranian Azerbaijan, in Tabriz, to a family of carpenters (hence his full 
name Mirza ‘Abd al-Rahim Talibi Najjar Tabrizi). At the age of sixteen, he left Ta-
briz for Tbilisi, where he worked for the Iranian merchant Muhammad ‘Ali Khan, 
who made a fortune from obtaining concessions for the construction of roads and 
bridges across the Caucasus.24 In Tbilisi, Talibuf also continued his studies. His 
education surely included Russian, a language that made many new European 
thinkers accessible to him, as it did for Akhundzada. An undated photograph re-
produced in his own book Azadi u Siyasat (Freedom and Politics) shows Talibuf 
wearing the traditional Caucasian cloak (chokha) and having fully assimilated to 
local fashion.

A HOME AWAY FROM HOME:  TEMIR KHAN SHUR A

Talibuf ’s choice of permanent home was even more perplexing than his sudden de-
parture from Tabriz to Tbilisi. Unlike the majority of Iranian migrants, Talibuf did 
not settle in cosmopolitan Baku, Tbilisi, Shirvan, or even Ganja, where he would 
have been surrounded by Persophone intellectuals who shared his reformist pro-
clivities. Rather, he settled in the provincial capital of Daghestan, Temir Khan Shu-
ra (renamed Buynaksk in 1922), located on the other side of the Caucasus moun-
tains, where he joined a community of only three and a half thousand speakers of 
Persian. Postcards of the time reveal Temir Khan Shura as a city that combined 
traditional ways of life with gestures towards urban planning along European lines. 
Another series of images collected by the American explorer and diplomat George 
Kennan (1904–2005) reveal urban boulevards intersecting with Oriental bazaars 
creating the impression of a city on the brink of a major transformation.25

While residing in Temir Khan Shura, Talibuf married a Daghestani woman 
with whom he had a daughter. He lived in Daghestan with his family until the 
end of his life, writing books and amassing what was probably Daghestan’s most 
significant library of Persian writings, which became a resource well known to 
local intellectuals. During these years Talibuf also founded Temir Khan Shura’s 
first girl’s gymnasium, where, in true reformist fashion, a combination of secular 
intellectuals, ‘ulama, and reformist Muslims taught. As a philanthropist who con-
tributed intensively to the welfare of his community, Talibuf ’s grave in Temir Khan 
Shura is replete with elaborate Quranic inscriptions to this day.
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Although, like all of Daghestan, Temir Khan Shura is recognized for its for-
mative role in the intellectual history of Russian Islam, its relevance to Iranian 
history and Persian culture is less known.26 For Daghestani intellectuals, however, 
the city, which was named after the Turco-Mongol conqueror Timur (Tamerlane) 
who stayed there in 1396, was an important center for Muslim reform move-
ments during and after Talibuf ’s lifetime. One of the most important of this city’s 
legacies is the Islamic publishing house founded by another influential reformer, 
Muhammad Mirza Mavraev (Mawrayuf) (1878–1964) in 1903, during the height 
of Talibuf ’s literary activities, two years before the beginning of the Iranian Con-
stitutional Revolution, and three years before the first issue of the journal Mulla 
Nasr al-Din.

Mavraev’s was among the first publishing house in the Caucasus to specialize 
in publishing in Arabic-script languages, including those of Daghestan. The pub-
lishing house of Mavraev (transliterated into Arabic script as Mawrayuf) released 
many hundreds of books in Arabic. These comprised classical Islamic texts as well 
as many works by Daghestani scholars in local Turkic and indigenous Arabic-
script languages.27 Hundreds of volumes were also published in other languages, 
including Qumyq, Avar, Dargin, Chechen, Azeri, Karachai, Kabardin, and Osse-
tian, all in Arabic and Persian scripts. Although he initially printed his books in 
the simplified and less curvaceous naskh script in order to approximate modern 
print, these books sold badly, and their publication brought Mavraev to the verge 
of bankruptcy. Only when Mavraev turned to lithographs, a form of facsimile re-
production that most closely approximated manuscripts, was he able to make a 
profit.28 This same pattern of readerly reception, and preference for lithographs 
over books printed according to the latest technology, has been recognized across 
Islamic lands, including in Central Asia, where the curvaceous nast‘aliq script “al-
lowed script to continue under the guise of print,” and hence to preserve a sem-
blance of continuity with the manuscript age while also attaining commercial 
success.29 That Talibuf (and Mavraev initially) preferred the simpler naskh script 
reflect their modernizing tendencies.

Although he was evidently inspired by the intellectual ferment that centered 
around Mavraev’s activities, Talibuf chose to work with publishers outside Dagh-
estan who could guarantee his works a wider reception than Mavraev could have 
done. He therefore published his books in Tbilisi, Grozny, Tehran, Istanbul, and 
Cairo, in editions printed in the naskh script. But the intellectual activity that was 
stimulated by this first Daghestani publishing house, which enabled local writers 
to see their works printed for the first time, and acquainted Muslim readers with 
the classics of Islamic learning in accessible format, left a mark on this transplant-
ed Iranian reformer.

More direct evidence regarding the wide recognition Talibuf attained within Da-
ghestan is offered by an Arabophone Daghestani intellectual, who was fluent in Per-
sian although he wrote mostly in Arabic and Azeri. Almost his exact contemporary, 
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Hasan al-Alqadari (1834–1910) was born the same year as Talibuf and passed away 
only months before his death. They shared much more in common than their bio-
graphical chronology. Like Talibuf, al-Alqadari was multilingual, and fluent in Ara-
bic, Azeri, and Persian. In contrast to Talibuf, al-Alqadari wrote primarily in Arabic, 
which was not his native tongue. The parallels between these two Daghestanis, one 
native-born and the other transplanted from Iran, suggest how Arabic and Persian 
productively interacted in this multilingual linguistic geography.

Arguably the most important Daghestani jurist, poet, and historian of the 
twentieth century, and regarded by many as a forerunner of the Jadid movement 
that would soon transform intellectual life across Muslim Russia and the Ottoman 
Empire, al-Alqadari dedicated to Talibuf two odes (qasidas) in his autobiographi-
cal Arabic-language collection of poetry and prose, Diwan al-Mamnun. Although 
this work was published by Mavraev/Mawrayuf in 1913, after al-Alqadari’s death, 
it was composed in the 1890s, during which decade it circulated in manuscript 
form. Although the text is entirely in Arabic, at many points al-Alqadari deploys 
tools from the Persian literary repertoire, such as his pen name (takhallus), which 
means “thankful one [mamnun].” Al-Alqadari references Talibuf in two places to 
thank him for his assistance in securing much-needed books for him.30 In the ex-
pression of gratitude preceding the first of these qasidas, al-Alqadari refers to Tali-
buf as his spiritual grandfather (al-jad al-ruhani).31 Even though he was his exact 
contemporary, al-Alqadari felt compelled to defer to Talibuf when addressing him.

Another major Daghestani reformer who was fluent in Persian, Abu Sufiyan 
Akaev (1872–1931), from a somewhat younger generation, recollected passing 
many hours in Talibuf ’s library in Temir Khan Shura during his childhood, where 
he read Firdawsi’s Shah-nama and other Persian classics.32 After returning from an 
extended sojourn in Egypt, where he impressed Rashid Rida (1865–1935) so much 
with his learning and ideas that the latter went on to write an article entitled “The 
Daghestani Awakening,” Akaev founded Daghestan’s first school based on “new 
method” (jadid) principles.33 This school may have been partly inspired by the 
gymnasium that Talibuf founded to support the instruction of girls. While none 
of these Daghestani thinkers, who circulated primarily within Arabic, Turkic, and 
Russian worlds, were directly involved with the Iranian Constitutional Revolu-
tion, their proximity to Talibuf brought them into indirect contact with the latest 
ideas coming from Iran. Although Persian, along with Turkish, was accessible to 
most of Talibuf ’s Azeri readers to the south, Daghestani readers in his immediate 
environment were more likely to read works in Arabic and various Turkic dialects. 
And yet, as the 1897 census showed, thousands of Persian speakers resided in Da-
ghestan. Still, we might ask, why did Talibuf elect to pass his life, and elaborate his 
plea for Iranian Enlightenment, among Daghestanis who were unlikely to read his 
work? In light of these linguistic differences, the close connections Talibuf culti-
vated with Daghestani reformists who were more likely to write for Turkic, Arabic, 
and Russian audiences is all the more striking.
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IDEAS AND TEXT S

In his recent study of Talibuf ’s theory of liberty, Mehran Mazinani notes that the 
most influential and progressive Iranian thinkers passed the majority of their adult 
lives outside the borders of Iran.34 During these same years, the Iranian diplomat 
Mirza Malkum Khan (1833–1908), whose writings similarly influenced the trajec-
tory of the Constitutional Revolution, was observing events within Iran from afar, 
first in London and subsequently as Iran’s ambassador to Italy.35 Akhundzada re-
mained safely within the borders of Russian Azerbaijan while he penned his bit-
ing satires of Persian and Muslim culture. Only twice in his life did he travel to 
Iran.36 Talibuf ’s biography conforms to this pattern of dissidence from a distance 
that features frequently in Iranian intellectual history, and indeed in the intellec-
tual history of many empires with politically influential diasporas. By situating 
themselves on the margins of imperial formations, writers gain a unique vantage 
point on their own societies, and acquire a capacity for critique that eludes those 
who operate closer to the centers of power. Hence, the emergence of the concept 
of critique in nineteenth-century Persian literature is coeval with the tendency of 
writers critical of sovereign power to settle in a physical space far away from the 
regime.37 This may help to explain why certain forms of Persian literary criticism 
flourished in the Caucasus even more than within the borders of Iran. The polemi-
cal writings of Akhundzada strikingly exemplify this trend.

Particularly in the decades leading up to the Constitutional Revolution, Per-
sophone intellectuals who were most forthrightly critical of the state were most 
productive while residing outside the borders of Qajar Iran. In further evidence 
of this pattern, Talibuf ’s own framing of his life suggests that remaining far from 
Tabriz, where he was born, and Tehran, the center of Iranian power, was a deliber-
ate choice. Reflecting on the benefits of exile, Talibuf wrote in 1908, just after the 
dissolution of the first Iranian parliament, “although there are critics and satirists 
more talented than I, located as I am, distant from my homeland, I do not fear to 
write the truth.”38 In his own eyes, Talibuf ’s physical location in the Caucasus was 
central to his claim to originality. A few years earlier, contrasting his position to 
that of his more politically ambitious contemporaries, Talibuf had declared on the 
opening pages of his Masalik al-Muhsinin (Ways of the Righteous, 1905), a fic-
tional travelogue interspersed with philosophical and literary-critical digressions: 
“I am not an Iranian tycoon [and I] . . . strongly oppose injustice; I seek neither 
power nor titles.”39 Informed by his merchant background, Talibuf reconfigured 
this relation to capital as a tool for the critique and moderation of sovereign rule. 
His words testify to an emergent bourgeois consciousness among the Iranian intel-
lectual elite. For Talibuf, as for so many of his contemporaries, distance from Iran 
was a precondition for effective social critique. Exile from Iran enabled Talibuf to 
articulate his vision of a just social order within Iran.

Having made most of his income while working as a merchant in Tbilisi, Tali-
buf did not begin publishing books until he reached the age of fifty-eight. His first 
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book, Nukhba-i Sipihri (Best of the Spheres, 1892), was a biography of the Prophet 
Muhammad, which he first published in Istanbul and, a decade later, in Grozny in 
his own translation into Russian.40 An autodidact whose knowledge was acquired 
in the politically peripheral locations of Tabriz and Tbilisi rather than Tehran, Is-
tanbul, and Cairo, Talibuf published eight books during the last two decades of his 
life. These were eclectic and aphoristic reflections, written in an accessible style, on 
the major political and philosophical issues of his day, ranging from child-rearing, 
to educational reform, to political sovereignty and the distribution of power.

Alongside his original writings, which constitute the bulk of his oeuvre, Talibuf 
translated three books. Each of the translations was done from Russian, even when 
the original texts were in Greek and French, which returns us to Ansari’s query 
concerning the extent to which “Russian intellectualism affect[ed] the interpreta-
tion and transmission” of European texts. One such example is his Hayat-i Jadid 
(New Astronomy, 1894), which was largely a translation of a treatise on astrono-
my by the French writer Camille Flammarion (1842–1925).41 Another is Marcus 
Aurelius’s Meditations, which Talibuf Persianized by situating it within the clas-
sical genre of advice literature (pand-nama).42 Talibuf also composed poetry with 
a strongly political orientation that was praised by the firebrand Iranian critic 
Ahmad Kasrawi (1890–1946).43

In the preface to his Russian translation of Nukhba-yi Sipihri, Talibuf explained 
that he wanted to make available to Muslim students within the Russian empire his 
“short history of the life of the Prophet and his teachings, and to provide Muslims, 
without regard to sectarian differences, instruction to which no Muslim scholar 
or European orientalist could object.”44 At the same time, Talibuf hoped with this 
translation of his life of the Prophet to give the Russian reader “a brief source 
for becoming acquainted with the history of Islam.” Hence Talibuf ’s reformist 
agenda was directed to the many different constituencies to which his works cir-
culated: to readers of Persian residing throughout the Persianate world, including 
of course Iran, who were interested in the latest advances in European thought, to 
Russophone Muslims of the Russian Empire of all sectarian, cultural, and linguis-
tic backgrounds, and to Russians, for whom Islam was a foreign religion in their 
midst, concerning which they wished to know more.

ST YLE AND FORM

Having examined the context and reception of Talibuf ’s writing, this chapter con-
cludes by briefly considering its style and form, which also sets him apart from his 
contemporaries within and outside Iran. In stylistic terms, one feature that sets 
Talibuf ’s writing apart from his predecessors such as Akhundzada and Bakikha-
nuf is the simplicity of his language. It was due to this simplicity that the Rus-
sian Persianist E. Bertel’s classed Talibuf ’s Kitab-i Ahmad (Book of Ahmad, 1893) 
as written within the rubric of children’s literature in imitation of Jean-Jacques  



272        New Empires, New Nations, ca. 1800–1920 

Rousseau’s Émile (1762). Talibuf ’s simple style conceals a complex literary strategy, 
as well as unmatched clarity of thought. As he explained in the preface to Masalik 
al-Muhsinin, Talibuf preferred simplicity of prose and had little use for excessive 
flourishes in language.45

Much like Akhundzada and to a lesser extent Bakikhanuf, Talibuf took a particu-
lar interest in foreign, particularly European, sources. With both thinkers, however, 
their engagement with European writers was multifarious and never directed ex-
clusively at Europe. Akhundzada combined an interest in European enlightenment 
thinkers with an idealized account of pre-Islamic Persia and of Zoroastrianism be-
fore Islam.46 Instead of celebrating the ancient past, Talibuf directed his attention 
to political transformations under way elsewhere in the world during his lifetime. 
Masa’il al-Hayat (Questions of Life, 1906), Talibuf ’s most detailed meditation on 
the different forms of government and the types of sovereignty appropriate to them, 
concluded with an extended translation from Japan’s Meiji Constitution of 1868.47 As 
a country that had emerged triumphant over a major European empire during the 
Russo-Japanese War (1904–5), and which had also creatively appropriated the most 
recent advances in European civilization, Japan for Talibuf and many like-minded 
Iranian thinkers represented a model for Iran to follow, of a non-European country 
that adopted the best practices of European empires without becoming subservi-
ent to them. The epic poem Mikadu-nama (Book of the Mikado, 1907) by Mirza 
Husayn-‘Ali Tajir Shirazi, written to congratulate the “Emperor of the Sun and the 
Japanese people in the aftermath of Japan’s victory,” over Russia and discussed in 
Abbas Amanat’s chapter, belongs to this same tradition.48 Neither Talibuf nor Shira-
zi criticizes the Meiji Constitution’s close relationship to the Prussian model.49 They 
therefore miss the link between nationalist revivals and authoritarian governance. 
Focusing instead on the Meiji Restoration as a political process to emulate, Talibuf 
promoted the Meiji Constitution in his translation and in the commentary that ac-
companied it as a means of inspiring his readers to learn from modern methods of 
governance, and to advocate for a political system based on constitutional rights.

Like many of his predecessors, and particularly Akhundzada, Talibuf relies on 
pastiche as a literary method. He associates Voltaire with the claim that “com-
plete sovereignty is contrary to nature.”50 Numerous passages from Sa‘di’s Gulistan 
also populate his work, including the first page of his collected teachings, Siyasat-
i Talibi (Talibuf ’s Politics), where quotations from Sa‘di frame a photograph of 
himself. These citations elide distinctions in culture and chronology as they amal-
gamate the world’s learning into a universal repository. Finally, Talibuf resembles 
Akhundzada in his strategic deployment of techniques derived from fictional 
literary narrative throughout his nonfiction. Among Akhundzada’s most famous 
works is Maktubat (Letters), an epistolary exchange between a fictional Mughal 
prince and an equally fictional Qajar ruler. Talibuf ’s nonfiction similarly deploys 
fictional devices, such as a father addressing his son in his Kitab-i Ahmad or  
his fictional travelogue Masalik al-Muhsinin.
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Like Akhundzada, whose Maktubat was published with a special lexicon of for-
eign words for progressive ideas, and his fellow exile Mirza Malkum Khan, Tali-
buf ’s Persian overflows with a borrowed European lexicon, even in contexts where 
Persian words could have been used.51 Terms like qanun, impiratur, and diplumasi 
suffuse Talibuf ’s prose, as if the repeated invocation of European keywords could 
facilitate the reception of European ideas within Islamic and Iranian thought.52

C ONCLUSIONS

Talibuf ’s legacy is important for, among other reasons, the pressure it puts on us 
to rethink the circulation of knowledge between Russia and Iran during the early 
twentieth century. As Moritz Deutschmann has argued, “Although the Russo-Ira-
nian border in the early twentieth century was not a serious obstacle to contacts 
between Iran and the South Caucasus . . . the border did start to have an impact 
on the field of politics in the region” during the second half of the nineteenth 
century.53 The Constitutional Revolution was a turning point in this progressive 
transformation of border identities. The outcome of the revolution that Talibuf 
observed from afar is well known, but the vision that motivated it has broader im-
plications for the study of Islamic modernism and the role of diasporic constituen-
cies in shaping intellectual history. Across the Russian empire, the decades leading 
up to the 1905 revolution were a period of tremendous intellectual ferment. The 
same questions that were being asked in Iran during those years by Persian writ-
ers such as Talibuf were also asked by Daghestani reformers in Arabic, Azeri, and 
other languages of the Russian empire. The groundwork for posing many of these 
questions had been laid by Bakikhanuf and Akhundzada in prior decades.

To varying degrees, each reformer within this Persianate world reconceptual-
ized the place of Islam in modernity along lines inaugurated by thinkers like Jamal 
al-Din al-Afghani (1838–97), although they had their disagreements, of course, 
with this pioneer of modern Islamic thought. While their Iranian counterparts 
worked to develop parliamentary forms of governance that incorporated classical 
liberal principles of the division of powers, Muslims of the Russian Empire turned 
to the Islamic past to develop a Muslim-majority society grounded in the rule of 
law and promising equality for all. Just as developments within Iran resonated 
with the reform movements that were transforming the Russian Empire during 
these years, the efforts of the Muslims of the Russian empire to create a new society 
should be considered with reference to the political transformations taking place 
in Iran during these same years, most notably the Constitutional Revolution.

In his efforts to introduce European learning as mediated by Russia to his Per-
sian readers, Talibuf reveals a dimension of Russian-Iranian exchange that was too 
frequently submerged by the tense geopolitics that motivated Russia’s generally 
obstructionist policies with respect to domestic politics in Iran. This extended to 
the bombardment of the first Iranian parliament (majlis), and to backing the shah 
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against the Constitutionalists, even to the point of inflicting violence and hanging 
revolutionaries.54 Even as these state-perpetrated actions expressed geopolitical 
might and power, new forms of cross-border affiliation were developing among 
intellectuals on both sides of the Iranian-Russian border. Talibuf ’s oeuvre is one of 
the most significant instances of these cross-border activities.

Talibuf ’s incorporation of the European Enlightenment in its Russian iteration 
into the Persian canon bears the mark of interpretive traditions that developed 
within the Russian empire, many of which resonated with key insights of Jadidism. 
The heterogeneity of the Iranian Constitutional revolution itself, which was, as Iago 
Gocheleishvili notes, “multi-national and multi-ideological” has been vastly under-
estimated.55 At the same time, the role of revolutionaries from the Caucasus, in par-
ticular Georgians, in shaping the events in Iran, was fraught with ambiguities. As 
Deutschmann has shown, non-Muslim revolutionaries from the Caucasus, particu-
larly Georgians, imposed their own sense of civilizational superiority on the very 
Iranians whose constitutional rights they sought to defend.56 Meanwhile, writers 
such as Talibuf remained by and large above the fray and rejected such hierarchies, 
even while they refrained from directly commenting on the events of the day. Amid 
the false dichotomies propagated by revolutionaries and reactionaries past and 
present, Talibuf ’s work, which evolved according to a time scale different from that 
of many of his contemporaries, clarifies that neither democracy nor constitutional-
ism can legitimately be claimed as the exclusive possession of any specific culture.
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