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This article examines the relationship between power and popular culture in the
Safavid era through a case study of Nowruz carnivals. It argues that Nowruz in this
period was not merely a calendrical, domestic, or inherited Iranian festival, but a social,
ritual, and political arena in which authority was represented, negotiated, softened, and
reproduced. The Safavid state, relying on the combination of Iranian kingship, official
Shiism, courtly ceremony, and the organization of urban space, used Nowruz as an
opportunity to display royal magnificence, renew political loyalty, regulate social
hierarchy, and connect Iranian cultural memory with Shiite legitimacy. At the same
time, popular culture did not play a passive role in this process. Ordinary people,
guilds, markets, neighborhoods, musicians, performers, and families gave social
vitality to the festival through public participation, visits, new clothing, gift exchange,
ritual consumption, collective joy, and festive presence in urban spaces. The findings
show that Nowruz carnivals created a temporary and controlled suspension of everyday
order. This suspension allowed for the experience of joy, social interaction, bodily
display, sound, movement, and public participation, without necessarily leading to the
complete rejection of political order. From this perspective, Safavid Nowruz should be
understood as a multilayered field in which royal power, official religion, Iranian
tradition, and everyday social life intersected. The article concludes that power in the
Safavid period was not exercised only through institutions, commands, military force,
or coercion. It was also reproduced through ritual, celebration, urban space, embodied
performance, music, gift exchange, and collective memory. Therefore, the study of
Nowruz carnivals provides a valuable perspective for understanding how early modern
Iranian political authority operated through both official ceremony and the
participatory energies of popular culture.

Keywords: Safavid Era; Nowruz; Popular Culture; Power Relations; Carnival; Urban
Rituals; Safavid Shiism
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Safavid era represents one of the most significant turning points in Iranian history, not only
because of the consolidation of a centralized monarchy and the official establishment of Twelver Shiism,
but also because of the complex ways in which political authority entered the sphere of public ritual, urban
spectacle, collective celebration, and popular culture. This study examines the article topic, “An Analysis
of Power Relations and Popular Culture in the Safavid Era: A Case Study of Nowruz Carnivals,” by
treating Nowruz not merely as a seasonal or calendrical celebration, but as a symbolic arena in which
monarchy, religion, urban society, and popular practices intersected. The persistence of Nowruz in the
Islamic period demonstrates that this festival retained deep cultural legitimacy among Iranians and
continued to serve as a marker of temporal renewal, social cohesion, and collective identity (Shahbazi,
2000). In the Safavid period, however, Nowruz acquired additional meanings through its incorporation
into the ceremonial language of the court and its reinterpretation within a Shiite political order. The
historical analysis of the synchronization and symbolic association of Nowruz and Ghadir in Safavid
culture indicates that the Safavid state sought to connect Iranian festive memory with Shiite concepts of
legitimacy, authority, and sacred time (Miri & Pirmoradian, 2019). Therefore, the central problem addressed
in this study is how Nowruz carnivals functioned as social fields through which power was represented,
negotiated, softened, and reproduced, while popular culture simultaneously maintained its own
performative vitality.

The conceptual foundation of this study rests on an expanded understanding of power. Power is
not approached only as coercion, military force, royal command, or bureaucratic hierarchy; rather, it is
understood as a relational and symbolic process that operates through rituals, spaces, bodies, sounds,
garments, gifts, ceremonies, and collective emotions. Studies on the relationship between religion and
state in Safavid Iran show that Safavid authority depended on a careful combination of royal charisma,
Shiite legitimacy, administrative organization, and symbolic performance (Aghajari, 2001). The
officialization of Shiism did not merely alter theological discourse; it reshaped political identity, public
ritual, and the moral vocabulary through which sovereignty was justified (Jafarian, 2000). More recent
work on religion and state in the Safavid era similarly emphasizes that Safavid rule should be understood
as a political-cultural formation in which religious authority and royal power mutually reinforced one
another (Mirahmadi, 2023). Within this formation, popular culture was neither a passive residue of
everyday life nor a fully autonomous sphere outside power. It consisted of customs, festive practices,
music, foodways, clothing, neighborhood interactions, market activities, jokes, performances, and forms
of public participation that both interacted with and sometimes complicated official culture. Nowruz was
especially important because it allowed the state to appropriate a deeply rooted Iranian ritual while also
allowing ordinary people to enact forms of joy, sociability, display, and communal belonging. In this
sense, the Safavid Nowruz carnival may be understood as a negotiated field, where official authority and
popular energy coexisted in a dynamic and sometimes tense relationship.

Historically, the Safavid state made extensive use of ceremonies and public spectacles to transform
political authority into visible and emotionally charged experience. Chronicles such as Hasan Beg
Rumlu’s historical account illuminate the early Safavid project of political and religious consolidation
(Rumlu, 2005), while Qadi Ahmad Qumi’s chronicle provides important evidence for the political culture,
courtly world, and social atmosphere of the Safavid period (Qumi, 1980). The reign of Shah Abbas I was
particularly crucial because the monarchy became more adept at organizing space, ceremony, military



authority, elite hierarchy, and public visibility. Iskandar Beg Turkmen’s historical narrative demonstrates
how royal action, court ceremony, and political order were closely intertwined in the representation of
Shah Abbas’s sovereignty (Turkmen, 1971). Falsafi’s study of Shah Abbas I further shows that the king’s
authority was not limited to administrative reform or military success; it also depended on symbolic
presence, ceremonial grandeur, and the calculated display of kingship (Falsafi, 1968). In this context,
Nowruz ceremonies became opportunities for the annual renewal of political relations. Gift exchange,
robe-giving, public audiences, poetic praise, festive gatherings, and the presence of dignitaries all
contributed to the reactivation of social hierarchy around the person of the shah. The courtly dimension
of Nowruz was therefore not incidental; it was part of a broader Safavid strategy of rendering power
visible, desirable, and socially embedded.

At the same time, the popular and urban dimensions of Nowruz cannot be reduced to courtly
ceremony. Safavid society was marked by the interaction of multiple groups: the shah and royal
household, Qizilbash elites, ghulams, clerics, administrators, merchants, artisans, musicians, poets,
neighborhood communities, religious minorities, and ordinary urban residents. The emergence of new
Safavid elites and the reconfiguration of social and political hierarchies suggest that Safavid power
operated through a complex social matrix rather than through a simple royal command structure (Babaie
et al., 2004). Nowruz brought many of these groups into a common festive temporality. Markets became
active centers of preparation and exchange; households participated through clothing, food, hospitality,
and visits; poets and writers produced Nowruziyeh compositions that connected spring, renewal, royal
praise, and prosperity (Zarneshan & Jafari, 2012); and musicians and performers contributed to the sensory
transformation of the city. Research on musical life in the Safavid era, especially through textual sources
and European travelogues, confirms that music played an important role in courtly and social contexts and
formed part of the affective atmosphere of celebration (Parsaeirad et al., 2020). From this perspective, the
Nowruz carnival was not merely a ceremonial instrument imposed from above. It was also a lived social
event, animated by markets, neighborhoods, sound, movement, bodily presence, and collective pleasure.
The city during Nowruz became a performative space in which people could see power, but also see one
another, participate in festive exchange, and experience a temporary alteration of ordinary social time.

European travel accounts are particularly valuable for reconstructing the visible and performative
aspects of Safavid public life because they often record details neglected by official chronicles. Chardin’s
observations on Persian customs, ceremonies, sociability, and urban life offer important insight into how
rituals and public practices structured everyday experience in Safavid Iran (Chardin, 1988). Ranjbar and
Mousavi’s analysis of Iranian customs and traditions from Chardin’s perspective further underscores the
importance of these accounts for understanding the social meanings of ritual behavior, festive customs,
and collective practices in the Safavid period (Ranjbar & Mousavi, 2019). Kaempfer’s account also provides
evidence of courtly order, political display, and the visible forms of Safavid authority (Kaempfer et al.,
1987), while Tavernier’s travel writing contributes to the understanding of trade, markets, movement, and
material culture that surrounded festive life (Tavernier, 1889). Olearius’s account of diplomatic travel to
Persia reveals how ceremonies, receptions, and public appearances communicated royal authority to
foreign observers (Olearius, 1669), and Della Valle’s narrative offers additional insight into social customs,
dress, bodily presentation, and cultural difference as seen through European eyes (Della Valle, 1892). These
travelogues must be read critically because they reflect foreign perceptions and cultural biases, yet they
remain indispensable for analyzing the carnival-like dimensions of Nowruz: spectacle, sound, public



movement, visual excess, festive consumption, and the temporary intensification of urban sociability.
Matthee’s work on pleasure and consumption in Iranian history further helps situate Nowruz within
broader practices of leisure, stimulants, conviviality, and social enjoyment, reminding us that Safavid
society cannot be understood only through the language of orthodoxy, war, and statecraft (Matthee, 2005).

This study concludes that Nowruz carnivals in the Safavid era were neither purely popular festivals
nor merely instruments of royal propaganda. They were complex ritual arenas in which power and popular
culture shaped one another. The Safavid state used Nowruz to display hierarchy, renew loyalty, connect
monarchy with sacred and Iranian time, and transform sovereignty into a visible and emotionally
persuasive experience. Yet the vitality of the festival depended on popular participation: the movement of
people through the city, the activity of markets, the performance of music, the exchange of gifts, the
renewal of clothing and homes, and the collective experience of joy. The carnival quality of Nowruz lay
precisely in this temporary transformation of social time and urban space. It allowed ordinary life to be
suspended, intensified, beautified, and reorganized without completely overturning the political order.
Power appeared in festive form, while popular culture gained visibility within a managed but meaningful
public sphere. Thus, the Safavid Nowruz carnival reveals that political authority in early modern Iran was
not reproduced only through institutions, armies, decrees, or religious doctrines; it was also reproduced
through rituals of joy, spectacles of renewal, symbolic exchange, public participation, and the shared
cultural memory of beginning again.
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