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  1
 Introduction to Iran’s Islamic History and Cultural Foundations

Pre-Islamic Cultural and Religious Landscape of Iran



The pre-Islamic cultural and religious atmosphere of Iran provides a detailed overview of Iranian culture and religion before Islam. Iran’s pre-Islamic culture, inspired by many traditions, ideas and practices, later shaped Islamic civilisation. The cultural identification of the ancient inhabitants of Iran, especially Persians, Zoroastrians and some tribes, was profound (Yarshater 1983). Zoroastrianism was the dominant religion before Islam and believed in dualism, cosmic battle and the eventual victory of righteousness over evil (Boyce 1979). This theological system impacted spiritual life as well as social systems, morals and governance. The divine was a significant part of the daily lives of the community, showing itself in the appearance of temples, fire altars and rituals (Daryaee 2008). 
Iran’s cultural activities were closely connected to its art, philosophy and religion. Poems, music, and intricate works of art were highly sophisticated and had a worldview that celebrated beauty and knowledge. The traditions that evolved in these early centuries provided the groundwork for later classical achievements, including the epic historical works of later poets such as Ferdowsi (Ferdowsi 2006). These art forms drew on a Zoroastrian cosmology that favourably geared them towards harmonising nature and humanity. This relationship is suggestive, too, of the complexity of ancient Persian architectural designs, particularly the palaces at Persepolis that offer testament to the power of the Achaemenid Empire and the tight tie between the Persian people, the divine, and the universe (Zarrinkoub 1996).
Throughout the ancient period, a complicated hierarchical structure distinguished Iranian civilisation. For example, the Achaemenids created a system of government that allowed them to control a varied population and successfully centralise authority. Emperors like Cyrus the Great and Darius I stressed the need for administrative efficiency and cultural tolerance (Katouzian 2009). Such measures provided opportunities for most local customs and civilisations to be absorbed into one empire that honoured its numerous peoples. These were essential administrative techniques that ultimately shaped later Islamic administrations, because communication and administration over enormous distances were necessary (Mottahedeh 1980).
After the seventh century, Islam spread throughout the entire region, yet elements of pre-Islamic Iran persisted and were still visible in many ways. Elements of ancient religion and philosophy filtered into and permeated Islamic culture and government. Basically, Zoroastrianism is dualistic, and this dualism found expression in Islamic theology through the development of ideas of good and evil, justice and moral obligation (Shaked 1995). Moreover, the cultural history in the form of art and literature was unusually rich, providing fertile soil for the development of the Islamic ideas. Persian poetry, which preserved its structural and grammatical individuality (Yarshater 1983), added much to the Islamic literary tradition.
Islamic dominion also brought with it the development of systems of government based on pre-Islamic norms. The Persian form of administration, with its hierarchical structure of authority and distributed representation, had a direct influence on the organisation of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates (Zarrinkoub 1984). The local vernacular was transformed into New Persian, which became relevant as an elite literary language and a way of conveying a new tale that fit neatly with Islamic teachings and the historical cultural identity of the region (Katouzian 2009). This hybridisation of traditions mirrored the influence of pre-Islamic traditions on the foundations of Islamic culture in Iran, resulting in a unique synthesis that continues to define Iranian identity.
The complex intermingling of ancient Iranian and later Islamic cultures is of great significance for understanding the complexities of Iranian identity. The survival and adaptation of these cultural and religious systems throughout history demonstrate their profound impact on modern civilisation. This perspective, which takes beliefs and behaviours into account across time and space, provides a rich interpretation of the heritage that has informed modern identities.

The Arab Conquest: Religion and Politics in the Early Seventh Century

The early seventh century saw a new phase in Iran’s history with the Arab conquest, which reshaped the political system and the religious order. The most powerful empire before this time was the Sasanian Empire, where Zoroastrianism was the official religion of the state (Daryaee 2008). The use of the imperial system was centralised, and a tight bureaucracy and aristocracy grew, built on old Persian traditions and reinforced by a powerful ruler. The entrance of the Arabs under the flag of Islam brought about a slow but massive change in all these processes and in the political framework of Iran (al-Tabari 1993). The conquest represented not only the end of a regime but also the beginning of a new type of government based on Islamic values, a new administrative structure and the incorporation of Persia into a wider Islamic world (al-Baladhuri 1916).
Also, the theological ramifications were important for the conquering. Islam was an unfamiliar religion to most of the Persians, and the political change had generated a structural necessity to encourage the populace, especially the elites, to embrace Islam in various forms. Often conversion was very pragmatic, related to the benefits of aligning with the new authorities that controlled the fiscal apparatus and judicial system (Zarrinkoub 1957). Many converts converted at the time and preserved much of their Zoroastrian cultural legacy, leading to a syncretism of Islamic law, Persian culture, and local languages. The merging of these cultures created a new Iranian Islamic identity that was preserved by later caliphates and regional kingdoms. Islam was a uniting political language, binding Iran to the Umayyad and later Abbasid empires (Mottahedeh 1980).
The first move after victory was to co-opt the Iranian elites into the new administration. Persian administrators were extremely competent and literate and were swiftly recruited into the bureaucracy (the diwan) and the tax administration of the caliphate (al-Tabari 1989). With this administrative involvement, the Persian rules, which had an amazing influence on the Islamic court etiquette and literature, turned the Persian into a strong aesthetic language besides Arabic. This thus created a unique Persian-Islamic culture, a combination of traditional aesthetic sensibilities and Sunni theological traditions (Yarshater 1983: 4). Eventually the Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence gained dominance in the region and influenced the local system of justice, taxation and state policy. This combination of religion and politics was a major factor in shaping the identity and leadership of early Islamic Iran and had a lasting influence on other nearby Islamic regimes.
The Arab conquest brought about sweeping changes in Iranian society and culture, in addition to immediate political and religious upheavals. 1. Islam was a factor in new cultural contacts and intellectual movements. This composite identity was expressed in the masterpieces of poetry, philosophy and theology produced by poets, bureaucrats and philosophers working in the cross-cultural Persian literary traditions and Islamic thought (Zarrinkoub 1984). However, much of the ancient tradition and social standards were kept in the area but progressively fused with Islamic institutions as the people of Iran converted gradually over a number of generations (Zarrinkoub, 1957). This slow transition made Persian culture an integral element of the Islamic Golden Age and facilitated the spread of its influence to the rest of the Muslim world.
Huge effect on Iranian identity in the long run. Under the control of early Arab and indigenous Islamic kings, Iranian Islam evolved its own theological idiosyncrasies and tendencies, laying the foundation for religious politics in Iran for centuries. These historical trends in the past contributed to the eventual creation of the Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth century that changed Twelver Shi'ism to the state religion (Arjomand 1984). Persian culture and the Islamic faith contributed to the image of this area, where religious power and cultural nationalism became more and more interconnected. This political and religious mentality was perpetuated during the Qajar and Pahlavi periods and had a deep impact on contemporary politics and popular culture. The Arab conquest as a historical catalyst incorporated the Islamic ideals into the legal, social and political systems and laid the foundation of the contemporary governmental and religious systems in Iran.
The early Islamic period in Iran offers a complex history of linked religion and politics. The Arab conquerors controlled through a system based on Islamic law and a monetary system, including the jizya tax on the non-Muslim population that forced the local populace to shift quickly (al-Baladhuri 1916). The pragmatic commitment to Islam as a basis for social, legal and economic activity resulted in the development of deep spiritual devotion over the years. As faiths developed, early Islamic kings consolidated their power through the expertise of Persian scribes, showing that local institutional strengths were maintained and adapted regardless of changes of religion (Yarshater 1983). The admission of this ancient confluence indicates how modern Iran interacts with its religious past among political realities and is continually balancing the past and the present. 

Crucial events of the construction of a separate Iranian Islamic identity
The early Muslim invasion of Persia brought about a major cultural upheaval that was to define a distinctive Islamic identity in Iran. On land, the already highly established administrative system, a product of centuries of imperial history (Daryaee 2008), was reinforced by Zoroastrian traditions and local customs. The Persians increasingly became Muslims, both as a faith and as a system of rule, and used it to gain the most prominent posts in the burgeoning caliphate. In this early period the administrative realities necessitated adjustment, and frequently local problems were left to the native Persian rulers (al-Tabari 1993). In the caliphate administration, elites were major actors and consciously developed a Persian and Islamic double identity. Arabic remained the dominant language of theology and the highest administration, but Persian language and literary traditions continued to flourish, creating a cultural dualism that is still part of the Iranian identity (Yarshater 1983).
The most important turning point in the religious and political culture in Iran was the coming of the Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth century. Prior to this, official justice and governance in Persian society had been inspired largely by Sunni jurisprudence and the Sunni Islamic traditions of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates. The Safavid dynasty abruptly ended this vision, imposing Twelver Shi'a Islam as the official state religion (Arjomand 1984). Shah Ismail I did not merely make Shiism his fancy but the basis of official legitimacy and start the religious and political upheaval that would continue for hundreds of years. This decision was a stark institutional contrast to the Sunni neighbours of Iran, especially the Ottoman Empire, and gave rise to a unique religious identity, closely identified with territorial nationalism (Amanat, 2017). The Safavid period saw the flowering of Persian mystical poetry and religious literature with a strong Iranian Shi’a identity. The concept of the king as a god-assisted leader reinforced the traditional forms of power, and personal political authority was intimately associated with spiritual protection (Arjomand 1984).
The following dynasty of the Qajars, after the Safavids, stayed within this Shi’ia framework; yet, it encountered internal issues due to the rise in geopolitical influence of other empires, particularly Britain and Russia (Amanat 2017). Attempts to reform Iran through constitutional movements and early nationalism were made, but the customary dominance of religious authority (the ulema) remained unusually high. The religious establishment was often an intermediary between a modernising state machinery and the traditional ideals of the people.
The wave of authoritarian, secular reforms that Iran saw at the beginning of the twentieth century aimed at modernising and centralising the state of the Pahlavi dynasty in the shortest time possible (Katouzian 2009). The position of the clerics in the courts and schools was gradually undermined in this period as attempts were made to construct a secular national identity based mostly on the pre-Islamic Achaemenian and Sasanian splendour. Yet, these top-down transformations did not erase the common memory of Islamic history; it was still vibrant in civil society.
The 1979 Islamic Revolution fundamentally reconfigured the Iranian terrain, with Shi'a Islam taking the unquestioned foundation for modern authority. The revolution established the new political-theological principle of velayat-e faqih (guardianship of the jurist) created by Ayatollah Khomeini that positioned the top religious academics at the forefront of state power (Arjomand 1988). This institutional change led to a new theocratic state in which institutional legitimacy is equivalent to religious qualifications. Today Iran continues to struggle with such complex legacies. The balance between demands of modernity and the institutional dominance of Shiite theology remains highly problematic. Contemporary Iranian identity is a subject of ongoing negotiation drawing on this historical backdrop.
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  2
Early Islamic Conquest and the Integration of Persian Traditions

Administrative changes and military campaigns after the Conquest



Early military campaigns launched by the Arabs quickly extended their rule over Persia, which led to administrative reorganisation and cultural assimilation. The first were brief, well-coordinated raids by the Arabs into the heartland of the Sasanian Empire, beginning in the early 7th century. The Battle of Qadisiyyah in 636 CE and the Battle of Nihavand in 642 CE were significant battles that resulted in the fall of Sasanian power (al-Tabari 1989; Pourshariati 2008). Local power structures collapsed, cities fell, and the emerging Islamic caliphate united the vast Persian lands under its banner. This turmoil enabled the mixing of pre-existing cultural traditions and Islamic values, with new rulers trying to validate their rule and attract the local population (Yarshater 1998). 
Administrative changes after the conquest included the integration of Persian administrators and the adjustment of pre-existing institutions to the new system of Islamic administration. The Arab rulers appreciated the administrative efficiency of the Persians and gladly adopted it (Morony 1984). This practice provided continuity of governance and facilitated the administration of taxation, law and order. Persian bureaucrats brought their skills and local knowledge, which were essential for adapting to the new conditions of Islamic rule (Daniel 2001). A change of the fiscal system was taking place, and Islamic principles were being introduced, coexisting with other systems and becoming a hybrid system of administration. Thus, Islamic law began to intricately blend into the Persian society to form a new administrative identity (Frye 1975).

Persian Bureaucracy in the Early Islamic State
In the 7th century, the early Islamic state was confronted with the problem of ruling large areas that had formerly belonged to the Sassanian Empire and which had well-established administrative systems. The Arab conquerors did not throw away these inherited institutions but adopted Persian forms of administration into their new political system (al-Baladhuri 1916). This mix resulted in an organisational structure and bookkeeping system that combined Persian and Islamic ideology and religion. In addition to technical expertise, Persian bureaucrats introduced a tradition of systematic administration, including the maintenance of detailed records of taxation, population and legal matters (Dennett 1950). The blending enabled the early Islamic rulers to control the various groups of people and to establish Islamic law as the basis for public affairs. In this way, the administrative geography, financial systems and official paperwork largely remained Persian, adjusting to the changing needs of the Islamic state (Sprengling 1940). The outcome was a flexible, hierarchical administrative system that was able to adjust to local circumstances and promote the interests of the caliphate.
Persian officials and scribes were invaluable in this time of political and cultural transition. Some of these had been employed under the Sassanian rulers, and their skill in the complicated system of revenue, land and people classification of the empire was unsurpassed (Christensen 1944). They played an important role in drafting official correspondence, collecting taxes and advising rulers on state affairs. Persians were not marginalised but rather were quick to gain important offices in the Umayyad and early Abbasid governments and were frequently the designers of many of the fiscal policies that helped the caliphates grow and consolidate (al-Jahshiyari 1938). They were fond of formal writing and exactitude, which established uniformity of practice in the immense expanse of land and reduced confusion in the midst of shifting dynasties and capitals. Persian scribes, who were brought to the Islamic administration by them, knew how to keep records and had a tradition of legalistic professionalism that complemented the task of implementing Islamic law. They were often bilingual, speaking Arabic and Persian, and served as cultural and linguistic links between various groups, facilitating the administration and dissemination of Islamic culture and traditions in the Persian heartlands (Zarrinkub 1975).
At first the Arabs were the leaders, both politically and militarily, but gradually the Persian administration was established and became the main pillar of the Islamic state's functioning. They were not only responsible for the day-to-day business of the country, but they also influenced the nature of the bureaucracy (Lapidus 2002). Persian influence resulted in the use of a system of local governors working under a well-defined hierarchy and keeping a close watch on both rural and urban areas. Taxes were imposed by keeping in mind precision and equity, following the Persian approach that has been developed over centuries (Lokkegaard 1950). Furthermore, the Persian authorities played an important role in the translation and preservation of significant works, such as scientific, medical and literary ones. This exchange of ideas created a highly cultured atmosphere in which Islamic ideas and thoughts were combined with Persian elements, thereby strengthening the legitimacy and influence of the Islamic state (Shaban 1970). Persian court culture, including its poetry, art and elegant manners, became part of the Islamic political elite, establishing norms for future Muslim rulers in terms of etiquette and administration (Sourdel 1959).
The early Islamic state's use of the Persian bureaucracy provides an understanding of the development of Islamic governance in non-Arab lands. Persian systems were more organised than other systems, making it easier for the caliphate to establish order in newly acquired lands, particularly in areas already accustomed to government. The Persian bureaucrats maintained continuity in the collection of taxes and legal matters and thus stability in a chaotic era. They also had the advantage of being experts, giving Islamic rulers the freedom to concentrate on religious legitimacy and expansion rather than the practicalities of ruling (Kennedy 2004). This functional division of labour helped create a unique identity for Iran and Islamic law by combining Persian administrative knowledge with Islamic religious law, which created political and cultural trends that lasted a long time. Persian bureaucracy was a key factor in the development of the Middle East, and understanding its importance illuminates the intermingling of empire and faith in Middle East history (Hodgson 1974).

Cultural Syncretism: Persian Literary and Art Traditions Under Islam
The Persian literary and artistic traditions, which developed in the early Islamic context, formed a unique cultural mix that influenced Iran's identity over the centuries. Islam was introduced to Persia, but it did not simply replace the existing traditions but rather interacted with them, thus creating a complex fusion (Richard 1995). Islamic themes were also introduced into the work of Persian scholars, poets and artists, but they were still greatly influenced by their pre-Islamic traditions. Persian culture was able to thrive through this synthesis, emerging as a new culture with religious beliefs and a deep heritage of Zoroastrian and local traditions (Boyce 1979). In time, this process helped to create a continuity of culture in which the Persian identity was modified rather than destroyed and helped to bridge the gap between the old and the new Islamic world (Kamada 1993).
With the consolidation of Islamic rule, Persian elites became an important part of the evolution of new art forms and new ideas in literature. In the field of literature, especially, there was remarkable development, with poets and writers producing poetry, both in the spirit of Islam and in its native Persian themes (Browne 1902). The love, beauty and philosophical contemplation of classical Persian poetry made it a refined art form that infused Islamic spirituality in subtle ways (Schimmel 1975). The traditional motifs were also adapted in art, where architecture, miniature painting and calligraphy were the most prominent forms of this hybrid culture (Ettinghausen, Grabar, and Jenkins-Madina 2001). Islamic artistic concepts were manifested in complex geometric shapes and arabesques, but frequently these were intertwined with those of Zoroastrian symbolism, reflecting a unique style in the Islamic world (Pope 1938).
During the early Islamic era in Persia, there was an extraordinary tolerance for the assimilation of foreign influences. Persian scholars translated and preserved many old texts, adding to the Islamic sciences and philosophy (Gutas 1998). This interchange continued in the area of literature, where Persian epic stories, mystical poetry, and philosophical works combined Persian storytelling with Islamic themes. This mix resulted in a unique literary style that had a strong impact on the Persian people. The Persian epic (Shahnameh) of Ferdowsi is a classic example of such a synthesis of pre-Islamic heroic stories with a strong sense of national identity that remained even as Islamic influence grew (Ferdowsi 2006; Davis 1992). These forms of literature helped to promote the development of Persian culture within Islamic civilisation while preserving its distinctiveness.
In the arts, the impact of Islam was felt in the development of new techniques and motifs, while local styles continued and were modified. In Persia, for example, miniature painting was developed into an art form of great detail and colour, with pictures frequently illustrating passages from Persian literature and history, but with Islamic symbols woven into them (Gray 1961). As a divine art, calligraphy drew on the Arabic script, but Persian calligraphers created their own unique style (Safadi 1978). The synthesis is also evident in architecture: mosques and palaces, which blended the elements of Islamic architecture with those of Persian decorative art into objects of beauty and spiritual meaning (Hillenbrand 1994). This cultural exchange continued to enrich both Islamic and Persian art vocabularies, resulting in a distinct chapter in the history of cultural dialogue: Persian art under Islam.
Over time, these art and literary traditions contributed to a sense of cultural identity among the Persians, which they carried with them over the centuries. The poetry of the Persians was regarded as a medium for religious and philosophical concepts and came to exert a significant influence in Islamic literature, well beyond Iran (Rypka 1968). Artists and writers were active in this semiotic space and frequently employed their art to articulate individual and national identity in the face of political and religious transformation. The security of keeping and developing these traditions preserved Persian culture from invasion, dynastic changes and religious changes without losing its identity (Lewis 2000). This syncretism left a legacy of art and literature that was deeply spiritual yet, at the same time, aesthetically sophisticated and a link between Persia's ancient past and Islamic present.
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