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Abstract

Shah Ismail, by restoring Iran’s territorial and political integrity and reviving the idea of Iranian-Shahri kingship,
established a model of absolutist political-military and cultural behavior that continues into the modern era.
Recognizing the importance of this behavioral model, the authors of this study aimed to examine his agency
from the time of his exit from Gilan, tracing his transition from the individual leadership of a sect to
institutionalized state power in accordance with the requisites of ruling as an Iranian Shah. By examining the
elements underlying Ismail's Iranian-Shahri ideology and the rationale behind the declaration of Shi'ism as the
official state religion, this study assesses the record of his agency, in chronological order, based on the
interpretation of foundational historical texts, i.e., primary sources from the 9th and 10th centuries AH. The
results indicate the status of the official religion as an instrument of political integration, following his
enthronement in Tabriz and the revival of the Iranian-Shahri ideology. Subsequently, by returning to the Iran-
Shahri ideology and ancient identity through celebrating Iranian festivals (Nowruz, Sadeh, etc.), commissioning
new versions of the Shahnameh, and employing Iranians in opposition to the Qizilbash Shah Ismail, the Shah
approached the political-territorial integrity of the Sasanian Iranshahr. He transformed the idea of an Iranian
Shah emerging from the shadow of religion into an influential discourse and an agent of change. This is an
aspect that, until now, has been overlooked due to excessive focus on the religious aspect, despite being one of
the characteristics of Iranian-Shahri thought and one of the tools of the Iranian Shah in connection with the state.
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Introduction

This study reflects on the agency of Shah Ismail, the founder of the Safavid dynasty, within the framework of
"Iranian-Shahri" thought. Employing the method of "hermeneutic phenomenology" and drawing on foundational
historical texts from the 9th and 10th centuries AH, the authors seek to answer this question: What role did
Iranian-Shahri thought play in Shah Ismail's agency? The research data show that the elements forming Shah
Ismail's monarchy and the Safavid dynasty cannot be attributed solely to factors such as the Qizilbash devotees
from Anatolia or the official religion of Twelver Shi'ism. Rather, Shah Ismail—by recognizing and being
influenced by the Iranian-Shahri thought that had been revived during the llkhanate period—sought to emulate
and restore the characteristics of the “Iranian Shah.” These included: (1) royal lineage, possession of the Divine
Farr (Divine Radiance), and being chosen by God; and (2) the establishment of an official religion as “the factor
for order and the custom of kingship” (Fazilat, 2003, p. 99), which reflects “the principle of the sacred nature of
politics in Iranian-Shahri thought and the divine legitimacy of sovereigns” (Rostam-Vandi, 2009, p. 144). It is an
instrument for the “organization of kingship” (Azarfaranbagh & Azarbad, 2005, p. 78) and the duty of the
Iranian Shah. By recreating the geographical characteristic of the Sasanian Iranshahr, alongside being the chosen
Shah, possessor of the Divine Farr (Divine Radiance) linking the deity and the king, in the "specific country of
Iran" (Eslami-Nadoushan, 2012, p. 20), he thereby attained legitimate monarchy.

Despite the dominance of the Islamic Caliphate, the political thought of Iran's rulers remained the political
thought of the Divine Farr, with the difference that this “Divine Radiance was transformed into the shadow of
God” (Enayat & Rajaee, 1993, p. 92). Shah Ismail, nurtured within this state, was able, after centuries of political
fragmentation, to reconstruct Iran's territorial unity within borders approximating those of the Sasanian era.

Materials and Methods

During the turmoil of the Aq Qoyunlu succession, Sheikh-Shah Ismail, the leader of the Safavid Sufi order and a
descendant of Hasan Padeshah Ag Qoyunlu, who had taken refuge with Karkiya Mirza Ali, the Shah of Gilan,
upon exiting Gilan and reviving the Iranian-Shahri ideology, laid the foundation for a new political discourse.
This discourse was based on lIranian-Shahri thought and the concept of the Iranian Shah. Although it had
culturally receded under the domination of the Islamic Caliphate, it remained the political thought of the rulers of
Islamic Iran, which was the political thought of the Divine Farr, with the difference that this “Divine Radiance
was transformed into the shadow of God” (Enayat & Rajaee, 1993, p. 92). Following the Mongol invasion and
the fall of the Eastern Caliphate, the Iranian-Shahri ideology was reproduced by historian-bureaucrats of the
llkhanate and dominated the Iranian political system in the 8th and 9th centuries AH.

This is because “the 10th century AH (16th century CE) marked the peak of the power of the monarchy in
Iran, and the power and position of the Shah reached the level of the Sasanian era” (Minorsky, 1955, p. 19).
Ismail, in 905 AH, the heir to his noble ancestors’ legacy, was endowed with divine fortune. He, as the heir to
relations of pride and leadership, culminating in renowned sultans (Amini Heravi, 2004, p. 44, 79), held the right
to kingship, not inappropriately, for ruling the country and the world (Khandamir, 1991, p. 45). He was “among
the sons of the age, more deserving to undertake the affairs of the country” (Khandamir, 2001, p. 49).

The basis of this research is the understanding, interpretation, and hermeneutic analysis of foundational
historical texts from the 9th and 10th centuries AH, based on hermeneutic phenomenology, i.e., the
understanding and interpretation of text and discourse. These are writings that depict how Ismail Safavi came to
power. From Gadamer’s perspective, the interpreter, when confronting any text, seeks the truth that the text
places before them, and the meaning of the text is determined according to the concerns and hermeneutic
situation of the interpreter, and is consequently subject to change (Warnke, 2022, p. 8). Understanding texts
involves recognizing the reality and truth of phenomena—particularly those that are erroneous, hidden, or
latent—since such phenomena possess their own distinct mode of existence and therefore require specific forms
of analysis (Sokolowski, 2009, p. 58).

Research Findings

The obtained results indicate the multi-layered nature of the elements of the Safavid family's political power,
contrary to theories that regard the Safavid state merely as a religious (Shiite) or Qizilbash polity. The study also
emphasizes the effective role of Iranian-Shahri thought and the concept of the Iranian Shah in Shah Ismail's
agency. This is because Shah Ismail utilized a popular Islam mixed with Hurufi and Nuqtavi ideas to attract
Qizilbash devotees from Anatolia, and with their support, along with internal elements, he ascended to the
throne. He then instrumentally employed Twelver Shi‘ism as the official religion to achieve political integration
and link religion with the state. Subsequently, by transforming the idea of the Iranian Shah emerging from the
shadow of religion into an influential discourse and an agent of change, he turned to archaism and a return to the



Journal of Historical Researches, Vol 15, Issue 2, No. 58, 2023 3

identity of cultural Iran. The celebration of Iranian festivals (Nowruz, Sadeh, etc.), the commissioning of the
Shahnameh, and the employment of Iranians in state affairs, in opposition to the Turkmen tribes who claimed the
foundation of the Safavid state, were carried out in this context. Thus, he gradually reduced dependence on the
Qizilbash and moved toward reviving the Sasanian Iranian-Shahri ideology, thereby consolidating the
foundations of the Iranian Shah's monarchy. He approached the political-territorial integrity of the Sasanian
Iranshahr and established a model that reached its perfection in the age of Shah Abbas.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

By progressing through three stages—(1) the transition from sectarian leadership to an institutionalized
monarchy; (2) the declaration of Shi‘ism as the official religion to “organize kingship” and create political
integration through the linkage of religion and the state; and (3) following the defeat at the Battle of Chaldiran,
entering the stage of “archaism” and reviving Iranian identity—Shah Ismail transformed the idea of the Iranian
Shah into a dominant political discourse. Therefore, the Iranian-Shahri thought, which at the beginning of Shah
Ismail's rule was in the shadow of religion and the power of the Qizilbash, became a "dominant discourse" and
an agent of change in the society. It was a key factor in creating the political-territorial integrity of Iran under
Safavid rule, which flourished under Shah Abbas. This study concludes that the Safavid state should be regarded
as a manifestation of Iranian-Shahri thought and the concept of the Iranian Shah. Studying Safavid history
without considering this important layer will be insufficient.
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