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Introduction

Having a deep knowledge of Iran during the Safavid era, particularly the emergence
of a state out of the old-age Sufi traditions, is of utmost significance for
understanding the evolutions of the Iranian society in recent centuries. This study is
aimed at studying the effects of social imagines on the structure of Safavid state, and
proceeds to analyze how those imagines were formed and changed during that
significant historical period. Using the theory of Charles Taylor about the social
imagines and a historical sociological approach, the present study attempts to
demonstrate that the normal-moral order formed during that period was based on
what social backgrounds and resulted from what kind of self-understanding, and how
the collective beliefs of the Iranian people about political power affected the structure
and performance of the state. The findings of this study indicate that the continuation
of the decentralized monarchy imagine in ancient Persia, along with the formation of
a religion-centered imagine during Safavid era, resulted in the formation of a
centralized state based on religious legitimacy. Also, the defeat at the Battle of
Chaldoran and the efforts towards creating a Shi’ite religious utopia caused major
changes in such imagines. The study is innovative in its focus on the active role of
social imagines in the formation of the state and then its analysis in this historical
context of Iran. By presenting an analytical model based on Taylor’s theory, the
present study helps create a deeper understanding of the relationship between public
beliefs and political structures.

Methodology

The present paper uses a historical-sociological method with an interpretive approach,
trying to analyze the social imagines of community members in specific historical
period and to study the significance and impact of such imagines on the formation of
social organizations and institutions, such as the government. This type of historical
sociology looks for meaningful and significant interpretations of history, and while
focusing on cultural intentions of individual or group players in major historical
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events, it takes general and explicit concepts instead of theories and employs
comparison to highlight the specific aspects of each historical topic. In the
interpretive method, the main goal of social science is to interpret the major features
of the social world and our collective understanding of how the existing social orders
come to be and why we live the way we do.

Discussion and Results

A collection of social imagines which formed in the context of the pre-Safavid era
played a major role in the formation of that state and then continuation of that project,
the most important of which may be summarized as follows: continuation and
reinforcement of the imagine of centralized monarchy (king as image of God) coming
all the way from Ancient Persia, formation of a theocratic imagine of the state, the
epitome of which was “murshid-e kamel”, emphasis on religious differentiation
against the Sunni enemies as a unifying imagine that served to strengthen other
imagines as well, change in the theocratic imagine of state and shift towards
separating the religious and political powers inside the state after the defeat of Shah
Ismail | in the Battle of Chaldiran, reinforcement of the imagine of king/prophet to
fill the legitimacy gap after Chaldiran and eventually completion of the Safavid
project for the purpose of promoting, supporting and completing the imagine of a
Shiite religious utopia that prepared the grounds for changing the mindset of Iranian
people about the separation between worldly and spiritual realms.

Conclusion

Before the Safavid era, Iranians considered their kings as the source of religious and
worldly rule at the same time. During Safavid era, the need for the religious scholars
to give legitimacy to kings changed that imagine and served to separate the worldly
and religious positions in terms of basis and source, giving rise to this imagine that
the power of a king was only legitimate if approved by religious leaders. This was the
point of departure for reducing the powers of the king during the constitutionalism
period. The rise of this imagine pulled religious scholars out of isolation and pushed
them into the mainstream of the society, affecting the overall social construct so much
that in the late Safavid period the community was turned into a scene for presentation
and promotion of worldviews and ideas of religious scholars. These changes brought
about a new social imagine focused on religious scholars and Shiite clerics, who after
a period of absence and during the Qajar period served as the source of huge changes
in the beliefs of Iranian people and affected the social constructs, the climax of which
manifested in the Constitutional Revolution.
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