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The Sasanian period (224-651 CE) represents the culmination of the interconnection
between religion and politics in Iranian history, a period in which religious authority
and royal legitimacy shaped the structure of governance within the framework of
Zoroastrian teachings and related religious traditions such as Mithraism, Manichaeism,
and Mazdakism. Drawing on textual sources (Pahlavi texts, rival religious writings,
and classical sources) and archaeological evidence (rock reliefs, numismatics, and
architecture), the present study examines the development of the interaction between
religion and politics from the beginning of the reign of Ardashir | to the fall of the
Sasanian Empire. It demonstrates how conceptions of divine authority and cosmic
order, which initially functioned as sources of political unity, contributed in the late
Sasanian period to the disintegration of the political structure due to ideological rigidity
and socio-religious challenges. This article examines religious and political
perspectives during this period and seeks to explain the formation of Sasanian royal
ideology on the basis of Zoroastrianism, the role of the concept of “divine glory”
(xwarrah) in legitimizing royal authority, and the position of the Zoroastrian priesthood
within the political system. In addition, the religious policies of the Sasanians toward
religious minorities, including Manichaeans, Christians, and Jews, and the social and
political consequences of these policies are analyzed. Finally, the study addresses the
religious and political factors that contributed to the decline and fall of the Sasanian
Empire. The findings indicate that although the religious legitimation of kingship
initially served as a source of stability and cohesion, in the long term it became a factor
contributing to the weakening of the empire by imposing social and political
constraints and intensifying tensions with religious minorities. Drawing on historical
sources and authoritative scholarship, this article provides a comprehensive analysis of
the relationship between religion and politics during the Sasanian period.

Keywords: Sasanians, Zoroastrianism, divine glory (xwarrah), political legitimacy,
Zoroastrian priesthood, religion and state.



https://journalspsich.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2317-704X
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-6457-4895
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1294-4810
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Sasanian Empire (224-651 CE) represents one of the most significant periods in Iranian
history for examining the structural interdependence of religion and politics. From the establishment of
the dynasty under Ardashir I, the Sasanian state sought to distinguish itself from its Arsacid predecessors
by constructing a more centralized political order grounded in a religiously articulated conception of
kingship. Zoroastrianism gradually assumed a privileged position in this ideological framework, while
royal authority was represented as operating in accordance with the divine order established by Ahura
Mazda. The Sasanian king was therefore not merely a secular ruler but a guardian of cosmic, moral, and
political order, whose legitimacy was linked to the possession of divine glory, or xwarrah. This concept
provided a theological basis for political obedience and placed kingship within a broader cosmological
structure in which justice, truth, hierarchy, and social stability were interpreted as manifestations of divine
order (Boyce, 1979; Daryaee, 2009; Samiei, 1999). Numismatic evidence, royal inscriptions, monumental
reliefs, and Pahlavi texts demonstrate the extent to which royal and religious imagery were integrated in
the political culture of the period. Sasanian rulers employed titles, crowns, sacred symbols, and investiture
scenes to communicate their connection with divine authority and to portray imperial power as legitimate,
ordered, and cosmically sanctioned (Gignoux, 1983; Gobl, 1968). At the same time, this ideological system
was neither completely uniform nor static. The Sasanian world included diverse regional, social, and
religious communities, and its political structure had to negotiate the competing influence of aristocratic
houses, Zoroastrian clergy, military elites, Christians, Jews, Manichaeans, and other religious currents.
Consequently, the history of the Sasanian state can be interpreted as a continuing process of negotiation
between ideological centralization and the practical necessity of religious and social accommodation
(Christensen, 1944; Daryaee, 2015).

The theoretical relationship between religion, political authority, and legitimacy in the Sasanian
period was most clearly expressed through Zoroastrian cosmology and the concept of asha, understood as
truth, righteousness, order, and the proper arrangement of creation. Political power was legitimate insofar
as it was perceived as defending this divinely ordained order against disorder, falsehood, rebellion, and
social fragmentation. The concept of xwarrah complemented this political theology by presenting
legitimate kingship as the earthly manifestation of a divine or cosmic favor bestowed upon the rightful
ruler. In this context, royal success in warfare, justice, prosperity, and the preservation of territorial
integrity could be interpreted as evidence that the king retained divine glory, whereas political failure
could raise questions about his legitimacy (Boyce, 1975; Gnoli, 1989). The institutionalization of
Zoroastrianism also enhanced the political significance of the priesthood. Senior clerical figures,
especially powerful priests such as Kartir, participated not only in ritual and doctrinal matters but also in
defining religious orthodoxy, regulating competing communities, and reinforcing the ideological
boundaries of the state (MacKenzie, 1989; Malekzadeh, 2013). Nevertheless, royal and clerical interests were
not always identical. Kings occasionally used religious diversity strategically, supported non-Zoroastrian
figures, or balanced the clergy against aristocratic factions when political circumstances required it. This
tension reveals that the relationship between religion and monarchy should not be reduced to a simple
model of clerical domination. Rather, religion functioned as both a legitimizing resource and an
institutional field in which competing centers of power negotiated influence. The Sasanian state’s
ideological strength derived from its ability to present political hierarchy as part of a sacred order, but this



same integration of religious orthodoxy and state authority created the potential for rigidity when new
social and religious movements challenged the established structure (P. Karimi, 2016; Velayati, 2009).

The significance of religious plurality becomes particularly evident in the cases of Mithraic
traditions, Manichaeism, and Mazdakism, each of which interacted differently with Sasanian political
ideology. Mithra, deeply associated in Iranian tradition with covenant, loyalty, light, truth, and justice,
retained important symbolic significance even after the institutional consolidation of Zoroastrianism.
Mithraic concepts could be incorporated into the political and military culture of the empire, especially
through ideas of oath-taking, loyalty to the sovereign, and the sacred character of political commitment
(Gignoux, 1983; A. Karimi, 2016). Such concepts reinforced the moral foundations of military discipline
and bureaucratic allegiance by transforming loyalty to the king into more than a pragmatic obligation. In
contrast, Manichaeism represented a much more direct challenge to the ideological exclusivity of the
Zoroastrian establishment. Mani developed a universal religious system based on radical dualism, the
cosmic opposition between light and darkness, and the liberation of spiritual light from material existence.
During the reign of Shapur I, Mani appears to have enjoyed a period of relative tolerance and even access
to the royal court, suggesting that early Sasanian policy could be flexible when religious innovation served
political or intellectual purposes (Christensen, 1944; Henning, 1949). However, the increasing influence of
Zoroastrian clergy, especially under Kartir, transformed this relationship. Manichaeism came to be
regarded as both a theological deviation and a political threat because its universalism, transregional
missionary structure, and independent religious authority challenged the ideological monopoly of the
state-supported religious establishment (Boyce, 1979; MacKenzie, 1989). The persecution of Mani and his
followers therefore demonstrates how religious difference became politically dangerous when it
threatened the institutional boundaries of royal and clerical authority.

Mazdakism constituted an even more profound social and political challenge because it combined
religious reinterpretation with demands that directly affected the distribution of property, privilege, and
power. The movement emerged in a context of severe social inequality, concentration of land, fiscal
pressure, aristocratic privilege, and growing dissatisfaction among lower social groups. Mazdak’s
teachings have been interpreted as drawing upon Iranian religious traditions while also reflecting elements
of dualistic thought associated with Manichaean cosmology. Yet unlike Manichaeism, which emphasized
spiritual liberation and ascetic discipline, Mazdakism translated religious and ethical ideas into a program
of social reform. It challenged excessive accumulation of wealth, aristocratic monopoly, and the unequal
distribution of resources, thereby threatening both the economic power of the nobility and the institutional
interests of the Zoroastrian clergy (Pourshariati, 2008; Zaehner, 1955). The initial support of Kavad | for the
movement can be interpreted politically, as an attempt to weaken entrenched aristocratic and clerical
factions and reinforce royal authority. However, once the movement developed broader social
implications and became capable of destabilizing the traditional hierarchy, the monarchy withdrew its
support. Under Khosrow I, the Mazdakites were subjected to severe repression, and the traditional political
and religious order was reasserted (Christensen, 1944; Frye, 1984). The suppression of Mazdakism
illustrates a central contradiction within Sasanian political theology: while the state claimed to embody
justice and cosmic order, the defense of hierarchical privilege could generate social conditions that
undermined the moral foundations of that very legitimacy. The later administrative and fiscal reforms
associated with Khosrow | may therefore be understood in part as an effort to restore political stability by



addressing some of the structural pressures that had contributed to the appeal of radical social reform
(Daryaee, 2009; Pourshariati, 2008).

The position of Christians and Jews further demonstrates the complex interaction between religion,
political loyalty, and imperial strategy. Christianity expanded significantly in the western territories of the
Sasanian Empire, particularly in Mesopotamia, where Christian communities developed substantial
ecclesiastical institutions. Because the Roman and later Byzantine Empire adopted Christianity as an
official imperial religion, Sasanian rulers often viewed Christian populations through the lens of
geopolitical rivalry. At times, Christians were suspected of political sympathy with Rome and therefore
faced persecution, especially during periods of intense military conflict. At other times, however, the
development of a distinct Church of the East reduced the perception that all Christians represented Roman
political interests and allowed greater accommodation within the Sasanian state (Howard-Johnston, 1995;
Labourt, 1904). Jewish communities, by contrast, occupied a different political position. Their longstanding
presence in Mesopotamia and Iran, combined with the absence of an external Jewish imperial rival
comparable to Byzantium, often provided conditions for greater continuity and institutional development.
Jewish intellectual and religious life in Babylonia flourished under Sasanian rule, despite variations in
royal policy and local circumstances (Neusner, 1981). These examples show that Sasanian religious policy
was neither uniformly tolerant nor consistently persecutory. Instead, it was shaped by political expediency,
internal stability, military rivalry, clerical influence, and the perceived relationship between religious
identity and political loyalty. Periods of strong clerical influence tended to encourage stricter definitions
of orthodoxy, whereas periods of political crisis could produce either repression or pragmatic
accommodation. Thus, the treatment of religious minorities reveals the broader logic of Sasanian
governance: religious diversity was acceptable so long as it did not threaten political unity, royal authority,
or the ideological primacy of the state-supported order (Boyce, 1982; Daryaee, 2015).

In conclusion, the political and religious structure of the Sasanian Empire was founded upon a
deeply integrated conception of sacred kingship, cosmic order, and institutional hierarchy. This integration
initially contributed to political cohesion, dynastic legitimacy, and the creation of a powerful imperial
identity capable of sustaining a centralized state across a vast and culturally diverse territory. Zoroastrian
concepts of divine order and royal glory provided a strong ideological vocabulary through which
monarchy, social hierarchy, law, warfare, and public morality could be connected within a single political
framework. At the same time, the very strength of this system created structural limitations. As clerical
authority became increasingly institutionalized and religious legitimacy became more closely tied to
political power, alternative religious movements and social reform currents were more easily interpreted
as threats to the state itself. The suppression of Manichaeism and Mazdakism, the fluctuating treatment of
Christian communities, and the political management of religious diversity demonstrate that the Sasanian
state continuously struggled to balance ideological unity with social and religious plurality. In the long
term, the rigidity of the established hierarchy, persistent aristocratic and clerical privilege, internal
competition, and repeated military pressures reduced the flexibility of the imperial system. The Sasanian
experience therefore illustrates a broader historical pattern in which religious legitimation can
simultaneously strengthen and constrain political authority. Religion provided the monarchy with a
powerful language of unity, justice, and divine sanction, yet when this language became inseparable from
an inflexible social and institutional order, it could also intensify political exclusion and social tension.
The collapse of the Sasanian Empire should consequently be understood not as the result of a single



religious or political cause, but as the outcome of interacting ideological, social, institutional, and
geopolitical pressures. Its legacy, however, remained influential long after the fall of the dynasty,
particularly in Iranian conceptions of kingship, justice, sacred authority, ethical governance, and the
enduring tension between religious legitimacy and political reform.
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