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The rise of the Safavid dynasty, founded on Shiite ideology, posed a direct
challenge to the Sunni Ottoman Empire, which found the presence of this
emerging power intolerable. Consequently, the Ottomans launched full-scale
opposition against it. The issuance of fatwas declaring Shiites as deserving of
death by Ottoman jurists and sultans, in response to the cursing of Sunni
sanctities and the ensuing violence by Qizilbash Sufis and Safavid kings,
significantly hindered the establishment of a stable and unifying government
in Iran. Sunni neighbors, through repeated attacks on border regions and by
enlisting discontented Sunnis within the country, frequently invaded Iran and
contributed to internal instability. In this context, the emergence of Abbas I—
a powerful monarch intent on reclaiming lost Iranian territories—marked a
pivotal turn. With a policy of religious tolerance amid sensitive sectarian
circumstances, he sought to utilize the potential of various ethnic and religious
groups within the country to ensure national security and development. To this
end, he not only curtailed the influence of Tabarra’iyan alongside the
Qalandariyya and Qizilbash, who were notorious for incitement and sectarian
discord, but also incorporated Sunnis into the military and assigned them
official responsibilities. Furthermore, he drew upon the expertise of moderate
Shiite scholars, thus employing a strategy of balance and moderation in
national governance.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The religious and political approach of Shah Abbas | toward the Sunni population of Iran
emerged from a broader context of sectarian conflict and regional power dynamics that had long
characterized the Safavid period. The Safavid state, founded on Twelver Shiism, directly challenged
the Sunni-dominated Ottoman Empire, which reciprocated with aggression, including military
invasions and the issuance of fatwas declaring Shiites as heretics deserving death. Within this
polarized setting, Shah Abbas | adopted a multi-layered strategy—balancing repression, pragmatism,
and tolerance—to consolidate power and secure national unity. On one hand, historical accounts
suggest Abbas I dealt harshly with some Sunni communities and individuals, often under accusations
of disloyalty or religious dissent. Cases such as the punitive actions in Sorkheh, Semnan, and
Hamadan, or the exclusion of Sunnis from certain tax exemptions, point to systemic religious
discrimination (Monajem, 1987; Ravandi, 1975; Tajbakhsh, 1999). Yet, other records portray a ruler
willing to integrate loyal Sunni tribes into his military apparatus and administrative system. This
complex duality in Abbas’s policies reflects a calculated use of religion not merely as a source of
identity but as an instrument of political stability and centralization.

The tensions between Iran and its Sunni neighbors, particularly the Ottoman Empire and the
Uzbek khanates, greatly influenced Abbas’s approach toward Iran’s internal Sunni population. The
Ottomans, viewing Shiism as a threat to Islamic orthodoxy, waged both ideological and military
campaigns against the Safavids, and often supported Sunni elements within Iran to destabilize Abbas’s
rule. Similarly, the Uzbeks encouraged insurrections and provided refuge to dissident Sunnis.
Barthold observed that many Iranian Sunnis fled to the Ottomans or Uzbeks in hopes of rallying
support for regime change in Iran (Bartold, 1996). The reciprocal nature of these hostilities hardened
Abbas’s stance toward groups seen as susceptible to foreign influence or betrayal. Incidents such as
the punitive campaign against the Sunni Kurdish Makri tribe—who refused to support Abbas in his
war against the Ottomans—and the destruction of Turkmen settlements due to their perceived
allegiance to the Uzbeks, exemplify the intersection of religious and political distrust (Falsafi, 1974;
Zaki Beyg & Sanandaji, 2002). Still, once Abbas had reasserted control over lost territories and
diminished the threat from external enemies, his policies evolved. More emphasis was placed on
integrating Sunnis into the sociopolitical structure, suggesting that initial coercive measures were
motivated more by expediency than sectarian dogma.

Despite the documented cases of discrimination and occasional brutality, Shah Abbas I's
administration also displays notable examples of tolerance and inclusion toward Sunni subjects,
especially when loyalty to the Safavid state was demonstrated. This pragmatic inclusivity extended to
military recruitment and infrastructure investment in Sunni regions. For example, substantial portions
of Abbas’s army included Sunni Kurds and Turkmen tribesmen, who not only fought alongside Shia
forces but were rewarded with titles and governorships (Eskandar Beyg Monshi, 2003; Ravandi, 1975).
The episode of Emir Beyg Baradust, a Sunni Kurd awarded a golden arm prosthetic and governance
over Urmia in recognition of his military valor, epitomizes Abbas’s readiness to honor service over
sectarian affiliation (Zaki Beyg & Sanandaji, 2002). Furthermore, Abbas invested in the preservation
and renovation of Sunni religious sites such as the mausoleum of Sheikh Ahmad Jami in Torbat-e
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Jam, indicating an intent to maintain social cohesion in majority-Sunni provinces like Khorasan (Ajan
& Espenaghchi Pashazadeh, 2001; Etemad al-Saltaneh, 1988). His statement during the siege of
Andkhud—asserting that his government did not interfere with the religion of peaceful subjects—
reinforces this image of a monarch whose religio-political conduct was shaped by strategic
considerations rather than doctrinal rigidity (Eskandar Beyg Monshi, 2003).

One of the hallmark aspects of Shah Abbas’s reign was his confrontation with internal sources
of religious extremism that threatened national unity. Chief among these were the Qizilbash Sufis,
Tabarra’iyan, and Qalandariyya, whose aggressive propagation of Shiism often entailed violence
against Sunnis and created widespread instability. Abbas took significant steps to curtail their
influence—diminishing the Qizilbash’s dominance in the army and reining in the inflammatory
actions of Tabarra’iyan who publicly cursed the first three caliphs, often provoking unrest (Jafarian,
2000; Monshi Qomi, 2004; Olivier, 1992). The king’s decision to reduce the power of these groups was
both a religious and political maneuver: it allowed him to shift toward a more professional and loyal
military corps, such as the ghulams (slave-soldiers) of Georgian or Armenian origin, while
simultaneously reducing sectarian violence that undermined internal stability (Falsafi, 1974; Raben,
1970). Abbas’s suppression of sectarian radicals was complemented by his support for more moderate
Shiite scholars and theologians, further reflecting a desire to stabilize the ideological landscape of the
Safavid realm. In effect, Abbas’s religious policy was not rooted in an absolutist vision but was
responsive to the practical imperatives of governance and peacebuilding.

The utilization of moderate Shiite scholars such as Sheikh Baha’i and Molla Mohsen Fayz by
Shah Abbas underscores the ruler’s commitment to intellectual and theological moderation. These
figures were known for their ecumenical leanings and played critical roles in fostering an inclusive
religious culture. Sheikh Baha’i, despite holding high Shiite religious offices, was perceived by many
Sunnis as a scholar of their own tradition due to his conciliatory approach and international travels to
Sunni-majority regions like the Ottoman Hijaz and Syria (Afandi, 2010; Sefatgol, 2010). Similarly,
Molla Fayz’s rejection of forced conversions and his attempts to reconcile Sufi mysticism with Shiite
orthodoxy made him a respected figure across sectarian lines (Ravandi, 1975; Sefatgol, 2010). These
appointments served a dual purpose: they legitimized Abbas’s rule among the Shiite populace while
also mitigating sectarian tensions by promoting scholars who embraced dialogue over dogmatism.
The presence of such figures in the court facilitated the tempering of radical ideologies and
encouraged a more harmonious religious coexistence, especially during a time when external threats
made internal cohesion imperative for the survival of the state.

In conclusion, Shah Abbas I’s engagement with the Sunni population of Iran cannot be reduced
to simple binaries of tolerance or repression. Rather, it reflected a complex, strategic, and evolving
response to both internal sectarian dynamics and external geopolitical pressures. Early in his reign,
Abbas resorted to harsh measures to suppress dissent and consolidate power, especially in volatile
border regions. However, as his authority became more secure and the external threats more
manageable, he pivoted toward a more inclusive and pragmatic policy—incorporating loyal Sunnis
into his army, investing in Sunni-majority regions, and promoting moderate Shiite voices.
Simultaneously, he curtailed the activities of radical groups that incited sectarian strife, thereby
creating a more stable and governable society. Abbas’s reign thus stands as a nuanced case of
statecraft wherein religious policy was subordinated to political imperatives, and coexistence was
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crafted not through idealism but through calculated governance. His ability to manage religious
diversity while safeguarding political sovereignty remains one of the defining achievements of his
rule.
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