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Abstract

The religious policy of Shah Abbas I can be analyzed from at least
two perspectives. First, his religious beliefs and devotions, as well
as the degree of his adherence to Islamic and religious principles,
which naturally influenced his political orientations. Second, the
way Shah Abbas | dealt with followers of different Islamic sects.
This article aims to examine the religious devotions of Shah Abbas
I. Some authors have portrayed Shah Abbas | as a highly religious
king committed to religious principles, while others have regarded
him as an autocratic ruler indifferent to religious matters. It is
evident that most historical sources from the Safavid era highlight
Shah Abbas I's adherence and devotion to Islam and Twelver
Shi'ism, as well as his commitment to enforcing Islamic laws, such
as performing obligatory daily prayers, fasting, and organizing
mourning ceremonies. Shah Abbas I consistently presented himself
as a devout adherent to Islamic law and the Shi'a Ja'fari sect.
Claiming to be a Sayyid and a devout Shi'a, he emphasized
reverence for the Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them) and venerated
Sheikh Safi, his ancestor, who was believed to trace his lineage back
to Imam Ali (peace be upon him). His religious achievements and
services can be interpreted within the framework of this devotion
and religious commitment. It cannot be categorically stated that
Shah Abbas I's religious interests were insincere.

Keywords: Shah Abbas I, religious devotion, Shi'a Ja'fari, Shi‘a
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Shah Abbas I, a pivotal figure in the Safavid

dynasty, has long been a subject of interest due to
his religious policies and their interplay with his
political maneuvers. The duality in his
personality—portrayed as either a devout adherent
to Islamic principles or an opportunistic monarch
manipulating religion for political gain—provides
fertile ground for scholarly exploration. This study
delves into Shah Abbas’s religious devotions,
assessing their sincerity and impact on his
governance. Historical sources often highlight his
adherence to Twelver Shi’ism and Islamic
practices, including obligatory prayers, fasting, and
organizing mourning ceremonies. His self-
presentation as a devout Shi’a and a Sayyid
committed to venerating the Ahl al-Bayt and Imam
Ali further cemented his religious identity.
Whether these devotions were genuine or
strategically implemented for political purposes
remains a contested issue. However, as noted by
Qomi, Shah Abbas’s religious achievements,
including the establishment of numerous
endowments and his commitment to sacred rituals,
underscore a nuanced relationship between his
personal beliefs and political strategies (Qomi,
1959).

The religious policies of Shah Abbas | were deeply
intertwined with his interactions with Shi’a
scholars and clerics. He not only supported
prominent figures like Sheikh Baha’i and Mir
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Damad but also used their intellectual prowess to
fortify the Safavid state's religious infrastructure.
Shah Abbas’s active involvement in the
construction of mosques, madrasas, and other
religious institutions speaks volumes about his
commitment to embedding Shi’ism into the fabric
of Iranian society. His development projects,
including the expansion of Imam Reza’s shrine in
Mashhad, highlight his dedication to promoting
religious devotion while simultaneously asserting
political dominance. As Tavernier observes, Shah
Abbas’s focus on Mashhad may have had
economic motivations, yet the profound reverence
he displayed towards this holy city suggests a
genuine spiritual connection intertwined with
pragmatic statecraft (Tavernier, 1990).

The Safavid ruler’s interactions with Shi’a scholars
were marked by mutual respect and strategic
alliances. He sought to establish Iran as a center of
Shi’a scholarship, inviting renowned theologians
and jurists to settle in his domain. This symbiotic
relationship not only enhanced the intellectual
vibrancy of the era but also legitimized his rule in
the eyes of the religious community. Shah Abbas's
approach to integrating religious authority into the
state apparatus was exemplified by his appointment
of high-ranking clerics to administrative positions,
such as Sheikh Baha’i’s role in drafting the
comprehensive "Jame' Abbasi,” a religious guide
for governance (Sefat Gol, 2010). These measures
solidified the Safavid dynasty's Shi’a identity,
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ensuring its dominance in the region while
fostering a unique blend of religious and political
authority.

Shah Abbas’s engagement with extremist religious
groups and sects further underscores his strategic
use of religion as a tool for statecraft. By curbing
the influence of factions like the Qizilbash and
other radical groups, he mitigated internal dissent
and reinforced the centralized power of the Safavid
state. His policies towards Sunni minorities and
other Islamic sects were often shaped by political
considerations, aiming to balance religious
orthodoxy with political pragmatism. This delicate
balance is reflected in his patronage of Shi’a
shrines while maintaining a calculated approach to
inter-sectarian relations. Shah Abbas's ability to
navigate these complexities is a testament to his
astute leadership, which seamlessly blended
religious fervor with political acumen (Ghadyani,
2008).

The ruler’s personal piety and public displays of
devotion played a crucial role in shaping his legacy.
Shah Abbas’s pilgrimages to sacred sites, such as
his famous walk to Mashhad, were not merely acts
of faith but also powerful demonstrations of his
commitment to Shi’ism. These acts endeared him
to his subjects, elevating his status to that of a
quasi-sacred figure in the collective consciousness
of the Iranian people. His simplicity in dress and
demeanor, as noted by Tajbakhsh, further
reinforced this image, creating a deep bond
between the monarch and his populace
(Tajbakhsh, 1999). Such symbolic acts not only
strengthened his rule but also laid the foundation
for the enduring prominence of Shi’a Islam in
Iran’s national identity.

In conclusion, Shah Abbas I's religious policies and
devotions were far from monolithic. They reflected
a complex interplay between personal belief,
political necessity, and the broader socio-religious
context of the Safavid era. His contributions to the
development of Shi’a scholarship, the construction
of religious infrastructure, and the promotion of
religious rituals demonstrate a ruler deeply invested
in the spiritual and temporal well-being of his

ZA

kingdom. While some historians, like Sykes,
question the sincerity of his religious motivations,
others, including Savory, argue that his actions
reveal a genuine commitment to Shi’ism (Savory,
2005). Ultimately, Shah Abbas’s legacy is a
testament to the enduring power of religious
devotion as both a personal and political force in
shaping history. His reign serves as a pivotal
chapter in the story of Iran’s transformation into a
bastion of Shi’a Islam, illustrating the profound
impact of faith on the dynamics of power and
governance.
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