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Abstract

During the Safavid era, stories, in addition to providing entertainment, played a
significant role in advancing political objectives and shaping social norms. One of
the most important manifestations of the political and social function of narrative
literature in this period is the prominent role of Shia Imams. By incorporating Shia
Imams into fictional texts, storytellers aimed to cultivate a religious discourse
among the masses and promote the ruling ideology. This study analyzes the role of
Shia Imams in Safavid-era narratives by examining their functions across four
domains: (1) propagating the Shia faith, (2) legitimizing the Shia faith, (3) serving
as models of heroism, and (4) converting non-Muslims (non-Shias) to Islam (Shia).
The results indicate that the traditional heroes of Iranian narratives and tales—
typically kings or princes—were transformed into Shia Imams, whose primary
function was religious discourse formation. Similarly, the superheroes of earlier
popular tales became accessible, populist figures whose mission centered on the
propagation of the Shia faith.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

With the rise of the Safavid dynasty and the official establishment of Twelver
Shi'ism as the state religion, the Safavid state strategically employed storytelling as
a powerful and influential medium for religious propagation. By providing financial
support, establishing permanent venues for storytellers and audiences, and
institutionalizing gahveh-khaneh (coffeehouses) as central hubs of public discourse,
the state transformed these spaces into vital platforms for disseminating Shi'ite
ideology.

Storytellers, operating in neighborhoods and urban centers, systematically
familiarized the public with the virtues and narratives of Shi‘ite Imams—particularly
Imam Ali, Imam Hasan, Imam Husayn, and the Mahdi al-Muntazar. The narratives
of this era were imbued with a distinct religious character through the deliberate
incorporation of key Shi'ite theological constructs: explicit linguistic references to
Shi'ism, binary oppositions between Sunni and Shi‘ite Islam, assertions of the
legitimacy of Twelver Shi'ism, frequent mentions of the Twelve Imams, and, most
significantly, the conversion of adversaries from Sunni Islam to Shi'ism.

Consequently, the central heroic figure in Safavid-era narrative literature became
the Shi'ite Imam—especially Imam Ali—who, in a profound shift, assumed the role
of the spiritual and ideological protagonist, effectively replacing traditional literary
heroes such as legendary warriors and folk champions of earlier Persian literature.

2. Methodology

This study investigates the role of Shi'ite Imams in Safavid-era narrative texts
through a library-based research method. A corpus of Safavid-era stories was
analyzed using qualitative content analysis to examine the function of Shi'ite Imams
across four key thematic domains: (1) religious propagation of Twelver Shi'ism, (2)
the justification and validation of Shi'ism’s truth, (3) the embodiment of a new model
of spiritual heroism, and (4) the conversion of non-Muslims (or non-Shi'ites) to Islam
(specifically Shi‘ism).

These dimensions were systematically identified and interpreted to reveal the
ideological and cultural mechanisms through which narrative literature served the
Safavid state’s religious and political agenda.
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3. Results

The findings indicate that during the Safavid period, storytelling assumed a socio-
political function previously fulfilled by gasida (panegyric poetry) in royal courts.
However, a crucial transformation occurred: the personal lives of the Shah and royal
princes were no longer the central focus of narrative attention.

Instead, the Safavid state required a new ideological hero to legitimize its
emerging Shi'ite Iranian identity and to reinforce dominant political, social, and
ideological discourses. The figure who best fulfilled this role was the Shi'ite Imam—
particularly Imam Ali—whose inherent ideological legitimacy and symbolic power
enabled him to serve as a highly effective agent of discourse formation, addressing
the spiritual and cultural needs of Safavid society.

The narrative hero was no longer a royal prince or a romantic warrior, but a
divinely ordained religious leader whose life and mission embodied the core values
of the new state ideology.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

In the Safavid era, the religious-historical heroes of narrative literature—specifically
the Shi'ite Imams—performed four fundamental functions that were instrumental in
consolidating the religious discourse of the time.

4.1. Religious Propagation of Twelver Shi'ism

The propagation of Shi‘ism in these narratives was achieved through both direct and
indirect references to core Shi'ite doctrines, primarily mediated through the Imams
themselves. For instance, in certain tales, Prophet Muhammad is depicted as
dispatching Imam Ali to distant lands to spread Shi'ite teachings.

Other narratives include references to key Shi'ite beliefs such as the occultation
and eventual return of Imam al-Mahdi or incorporate hadiths and sayings attributed
to prominent Shi'ite figures. The underlying intention of the storyteller was likely to
familiarize the audience with the concept of Shi‘ism and to embed it within the
consciousness of the public, thereby normalizing and legitimizing the faith.

4.2. Substantiation of the Veracity of the Shi'ite Creed

In the fictional literature of the Safavid era, Shi'ite Imams seek to substantiate the
veracity of the Shi'ite school in contrast to other sects through two primary
approaches.
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First, Shi'ism is often presented as synonymous with Islam itself; the term “Islam”
in these narratives implicitly refers to Shi'ism as the only legitimate form of the
religion. Second, the validation of Shi'ism is frequently depicted through the
acknowledgment of its truth by adversaries, which often leads to their conversion. In
this way, the Shi'ite school is portrayed as the sole rightful creed.

4.3. The Shi'ite Imam as the Archetype of Heroism

In Safavid-era narratives, protagonists of royal lineage are largely absent. Instead of
aristocratic love quests, there was a growing demand for narratives centered on
religious missions—particularly the <, (invitation) of non-believers or non-
Shi'ites to Shi'ism.

Such narratives were expected to resonate with the general public, serve as moral
exemplars, and inspire collective engagement. The Shi'ite Imam, as a religious hero,
emerged as the most suitable archetype to fulfill these expectations.

4.4. Invitation of Non-Muslims to Islam

The primary mission of the Shi'ite Imam in these narratives is the conversion of non-
Muslims (or non-Shi‘ites) to Islam (Shi‘ism). This theme constitutes one of the most
prevalent motifs in Safavid-era literature.

In many narratives, the non-Muslim hero either accepts Islam and is spared, or
rejects it and faces death.

The above discussion demonstrates that during the Safavid era, prose narrative
literature gradually replaced courtly poetry, and popular literature assumed a more
significant role in the consolidation of the Safavid political-ideological system.
Consequently, the monarch, once the central figure of narrative literature, was
replaced by the Shi'ite Imam as the primary protagonist.
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