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The reign of Shah Abbas I of the Safavid dynasty (1588-1629 CE) is regarded
as one of the most prominent periods in the history of Iran, in terms of
consolidating political authority, expanding the military, fostering economic
prosperity, and engaging with Shi‘a jurists. Drawing on credible historical
sources, this article provides a comprehensive analysis of Shah Abbas’s
policies in the military, economic, and religious domains. In the military
sphere, the focus was on reforming the structure of the army, reducing
dependence on the Qizilbash, and establishing a standing army. Economic
policies, particularly in the field of silk trade, developing commercial relations
with Europe, and creating trade monopolies, were among the key factors
strengthening the state’s financial foundations. Moreover, the role of Shi‘a
jurists at the royal court—through offices such as Shaykh al-Islam and Sadr-i
Khassa—was highly influential in reinforcing the religious legitimacy of the
state and promoting Twelver Shi‘i jurisprudence and the religious economy.
The research method is qualitative and based on historical-documentary
analysis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The reign of Shah Abbas | (1588-1629 CE) marked a pivotal turning point in the historical
trajectory of Iran, during which multifaceted policies in military, economic, and religious spheres reshaped
the political-economic order of the Safavid Empire and firmly embedded Twelver Shi‘ism as the state
religion. When Shah Abbas ascended the throne amidst deep political fragmentation, the entrenched
dominance of the Qizilbash tribal military elite, relentless Ottoman Empire and Uzbeks aggressions on
western and eastern frontiers, and the maritime hegemony of Portugal in the south posed existential threats
to Safavid sovereignty. Shah Abbas adopted a comprehensive strategy to consolidate centralized authority
and build an integrated state system, combining coercive reforms, infrastructural expansion, and religious
institutionalization. Drawing on the concept of charismatic authority (Weber, 1978, 2005), he redefined the
monarchy’s legitimacy by intertwining his sacral charisma as a descendant of the Safavid Sufi lineage
with the scholarly legitimacy of Shi‘a jurists, thereby constructing a dual structure of authority that fused
royal and clerical domains (Modarresi Tabatabaei, 1995; Motahari, 2000). Simultaneously, through the state-
building lens of European historical sociology (Cohen, 1973; Scott, 1998; Tilly, 1990), Abbas enacted
reforms corresponding to the monopolization of violence, centralized taxation, territorial control, and
bureaucratic institutionalization. These foundational elements enabled the Safavid state to emerge as a
formidable power in seventeenth-century Eurasia. Moreover, his pragmatic engagement with global trade
circuits (Floor, 1977; Floor, 2000; Foran, 1994; Matthee, 1999) demonstrated an acute understanding of the
synergies between economic growth, political legitimacy, and religious authority.

In military affairs, Shah Abbas executed sweeping reforms aimed at eroding the centrifugal power
of the Qizilbash tribal confederation, whose autonomous military might and political interventions had
historically destabilized the Safavid throne (Monajjem, 1987; Savory, 2006). Recognizing that decentralized
tribal loyalties hindered coherent defense and governance, he systematically curtailed their influence by
building a new standing army composed of converted Caucasian ghulams—predominantly Georgians,
Circassians, and Armenians—who were personally loyal to the crown (Falsafi, 1963, 1992). Commanders
like Allahverdi Khan and Qur¢igay Khan became archetypes of this emerging royalist military elite (della
Valle, 2001). This reorganization restored hierarchical discipline, enhanced operational efficiency, and
reasserted central royal control over peripheral provinces. Militarily, Abbas pursued a two-pronged
strategy: he made temporary peace with the Ottomans in 1590 to concentrate forces against the Uzbeks,
and later, having re-secured the eastern front, launched campaigns that reclaimed Azerbaijan, Kurdistan,
and the Caucasus from Ottoman occupation, culminating in the Treaty of Istanbul 1l (1612) (Tajbakhsh,
1993). Simultaneously, he expelled the Portuguese from the Strait of Hormuz through joint operations
with the English East India Company, redirecting maritime commerce to Bandar Abbas and integrating
the Persian Gulf into Iran’s secure commercial network (Safa, 1989; Shishehchi, 2005). By constructing
fortifications, armament factories, and introducing modern firearms with English assistance, Abbas
transformed Iran’s military from a fragmented tribal levy into a cohesive, modernized standing army
capable of projecting power across its frontiers, enabling Iran to emerge as a major regional power by the
seventeenth century.

Concurrently, Abbas engineered a far-reaching commercial realignment that anchored Iran into
the expanding global economy, particularly by rerouting the Silk Road. He diverted caravan routes away
from insecure Ottoman-controlled corridors towards a north—south axis linking the Caspian Sea to the
Persian Gulf, thereby depriving the Ottomans of customs revenues while securing safer passage for goods
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(Falsafi, 1963; Tavernier, 1990). This policy catalyzed the rise of new commercial hubs such as Isfahan,
Shiraz, Lar, Hormuz, and Bandar Abbas, which became vibrant entrepots populated by Armenian, Indian,
Jewish, and European merchants (Rahimzadeh, 1962; Roemer, 2006). Simultaneously, he constructed
extensive infrastructure—including paved highways, bridges, caravanserais, and security checkpoints—
to facilitate long-distance trade (Bastani Parizi, 1999; Falsafi, 1992). These caravanserais not only
safeguarded merchandise but also functioned as retail nodes and logistical hubs. Through strategic treaties
and patronage, Abbas attracted Dutch East India Company and English commercial companies while
curtailing Portuguese monopoly. Silk became Iran’s principal export commodity, with annual production
estimated at twenty thousand bales and widespread demand from England, France, Russia, Spain, and
Venice (Chardin, 2001; Floor, 1977; Olearius, 1984). By monopolizing silk exports in 1619 and centralizing
customs collection, he expanded foreign sales, enhanced state revenue, and integrated Iran as a vital node
in the Eurasian silk—spice—bullion trade network (Foran, 1994; Matthee, 1999). The resulting prosperity
fostered urban growth, population diversification, and a flourishing of artisanal industries. However, after
his death, weakening state oversight allowed foreign companies to impose exploitative treaties,
highlighting how Abbas’s economic achievements were deeply tied to his centralized personal authority.

Religious policy under Shah Abbas was equally pivotal in legitimizing his reign and
institutionalizing Shi‘i orthodoxy. While Twelver Shi‘ism had been proclaimed the state creed since the
dynasty’s inception, it was during Abbas’s reign that the systematic integration of Shi‘a clerics (‘'ulama’)
into the state apparatus reached its zenith. Drawing on the Shi‘i theory of limited juristic guardianship in
the occultation era, Abbas appointed prominent jurists to offices such as Shaykh al-Islam, Sadr-i Khassa,
and chief judgeships, empowering them to issue fatwas, oversee waqgf endowments, and supervise
religious courts (Afshar, 2008; Qomi, 1998). Simultaneously, he endowed seminaries in Isfahan, Qom,
Mashhad, and Shiraz, promoted the teaching of hadith and jurisprudence, and patronized scholars such as
Mohammad Bagir Majlesi, Shaykh Baha'i, Mir Damad, and Mohammad Bagir Sabzevari (Afandi Isfahani,
2010; Taremi, 1996). The issuance of numerous ijazas (hadith transmission licenses) reinforced scholarly
hierarchies and religious networks, while the court’s ceremonial deference—such as the shah praying
behind eminent jurists—symbolized clerical prestige. Although jurists never held sovereign power, their
presence created a dualistic authority structure where they legitimated royal governance while retaining
doctrinal autonomy. This symbiosis embedded Shi ‘i jurisprudence in state institutions, fostering what has
been termed a “bifurcated sovereignty” model (Zarrinkoub, 2006). At the same time, Abbas enforced public
morality through juristic edicts banning wine, gambling, and licentious entertainment (Falsafi, 1992;
Monajjem, 1987), illustrating how religious authority shaped social regulation. Thus, clerical collaboration
under Abbas not only entrenched Shi‘i orthodoxy but also enhanced the monarchy’s moral legitimacy
among the populace.

Strikingly, Abbas’s religious policies were not narrowly confessional but exhibited calculated
pragmatism, especially in economic contexts. Cognizant of the fiscal benefits of cosmopolitanism, he
adopted a policy of religious tolerance toward non-Muslim minorities such as Armenians, Jews, and
Hindus, granting them communal autonomy, legal privileges, and residential quarters in cities (della Valle,
2001; Safa, 1989). Armenians of New Julfa became indispensable to the silk trade due to their commercial
networks and Christian identity, which facilitated dealings with European firms (Rahimzadeh, 1962). Jews
played key roles as financiers, jewelers, and textile producers, while Hindu merchants controlled segments




of the luxury cloth trade (Roemer, 2006). Abbas explicitly declared that foreigners could follow their own
laws and religious rites, fostering a climate of trust that stimulated investment and long-distance
commerce. He even permitted each ethno-religious group to maintain its own courts without interference
from royal judges. Such pluralism contrasted sharply with the intolerance of most contemporary Muslim
polities and underscored Abbas’s instrumental use of tolerance as a vehicle of economic growth.
Simultaneously, he prohibited the export of gold and silver to retain domestic liquidity (Tavernier, 1990)
and developed Mashhad as a major Shi‘i pilgrimage center to retain the vast sums previously sent to
Ottoman-controlled shrines in Karbala, Najaf, and Samarra (Savory, 2006). His celebrated barefoot
pilgrimage to Ali ibn Musa al-Rida’s shrine in 1616 epitomized the fusion of piety and statecraft,
stimulating both religious devotion and economic circulation. Thus, Abbas harnessed religion not only as
an ideological pillar but also as an economic resource, using tolerance and orthodoxy in tandem to bolster
state revenue and legitimacy.

In synthesis, the reign of Shah Abbas | exemplifies the dynamic interweaving of military coercion,
economic innovation, and religious legitimation in early modern state-building. His reforms dismantled
tribal militarism and centralized the means of violence, reoriented Iran’s commercial geography to
integrate with global trade circuits, and embedded Shi‘i jurists within the state to supply moral authority.
These measures forged a cohesive and resilient state capable of resisting external powers while sustaining
internal stability and prosperity. The Safavid experience under Abbas demonstrates how political
centralization, economic globalization, and religious institutionalization can be mutually reinforcing when
orchestrated under strategic leadership. Moreover, the enduring influence of the clerical establishment he
empowered reveals how religious authority, once institutionalized, can persist beyond the personal
charisma of its patron. Understanding this conjuncture sheds light on the historical roots of the
entanglement between religion and state in Iran, illustrating how Abbas’s synthesis of sword, commerce,
and creed engendered not only a powerful empire but also a durable template of governance that shaped
Iranian political culture for centuries.
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