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Purpose: Throughout history, in the process of civilization
formation and the evolution of governments, religion, alongside
significant elements such as shared geography and history, can
serve as a crucial source for collective identity and its meaning.
Based on this, one of the key questions of this research is how, in
the Sassanian era, with the attention and emphasis that this Iranian
state placed on Zoroastrianism, religion impacted and played a role
in strengthening Iranian identity. Furthermore, what measures did
the Sassanian statesmen adopt to better utilize religion in unifying
and aligning Iranians with their policies?

Method and Research: This essay, using ancient historical reports
and data derived from religious texts, adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach

Findings and Conclusions: given the official recognition of
Christianity within Roman territories and the threats posed from the
East to the Sassanian domain, one of the significant strategies
devised by the Sassanians was emphasizing Zoroastrianism as the
Iranian religion against non-Iranian religions which had custodians
beyond Iranian borders. This strategy aimed to establish a strong
and robust front against the penetration of non-Iranian religions
among Iranians. In advancing this policy, alongside founding
temples and creating Iranian colonies in non-Iranian regions, the
Sassanians launched extensive campaigns highlighting the
importance of religion. They identified enemies of Iranians and
Iranian identity as those targeting the Iranian religion with
intentions to scatter and destroy Iranshahr. Even by creating
divisions among followers of non-Zoroastrian religions with their
counterparts outside Iranshahr, the Sassanians endeavored to
Iranianize some significant minorities and foster solidarity between
them and other community members. In this manner, alongside
religion, they accorded special importance and credibility to the
Iranian race.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Religion has been identified as one of the most significant components of identity among
nations, as our perception of "self" and "others" is largely shaped by our religious beliefs and
convictions. Religion is not merely a collection of emotions, practices, and teachings; it also
fosters individual participation and contributes to the moral strength of society, playing a
crucial role in social cohesion and solidarity. Contrary to the belief held by some intellectuals
who do not attribute any role to religion in the formation of ethnic and national identity, it is
important to emphasize that religion has played a major role in preserving national sentiments
during political and social crises. Furthermore, the role and function of religion in creating or
strengthening national identity becomes more evident when it is aligned with indigenous
religions or a religion that emerges from the culture of a land's people, rather than being
foreign, imported, or conflicting with the local environment and characteristics.

Methodology

The present Research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method. The data were
collected and then analyzed using library resources, especially with regard to Zoroastrian
religious texts, historical sources, and important research conducted based on classical
writings in the field of religious development during the Sasanian era.

Discussion

The Iranian religion spread under the Achaemenid and Parthian states to wherever their
empires extended, becoming an integral part of Iranian culture. This culture, alongside the
Iranian population, was transferred to non-Iranian lands where Iranians settled. Persians
served in various parts of the Achaemenid Empire, far from their homeland, and military
leaders, soldiers, judges, and other government officials were sent to the empire's farthest
regions. Regardless of the emphasis on the nature of Achaemenid religion and setting aside
some theories that consider certain religious concepts in Achaemenid inscriptions unrelated to
Zoroastrianism, some religious elements and symbols prevalent during the Achaemenid
period represented Iranian culture and identity to non-Iranians. During the Achaemenid and
Parthian periods, Iranian culture and identity were recognized through certain religious
names. Therefore, without emphasizing whether the Achaemenids were Zoroastrian or not, all
concepts indicate a religion and belief system that they adhered to—a religion that represented
Iranian tradition and culture beyond Achaemenid borders. Several ancient historians refer to
Iranian rituals and ceremonies as religious traditions and Iranian culture established in Asia
Minor.

Following the policy of the Achaemenid and Parthian eras, Sassanian rulers also used
religious monuments, symbols, and elements as tools for connecting individuals and
spreading Iranian culture beyond Iran's borders. For instance, Shapur | established fires
(Atash Bahram) and fire temples in conquered territories. The continuation of this practice—
establishing fire temples in the third century CE in Syria, Cilicia, Cappadocia, and Armenia—
demonstrates both the Iranian governments' commitment to preserving and promoting Iranian
identity outside Iranian borders and highlights the importance and effectiveness of Iranian
religion in achieving this policy. The actions of Iranian governments during the Parthian and
Sassanian periods in transferring and settling Iranian populations in non-Iranian societies and
cities can be interpreted as a policy utilizing religion and religious symbols to disseminate
Iranian identity in non-Iranian areas and among foreign communities. Sassanian rulers, by
invoking a narrative of Alexander's invasion to mobilize Iranian public opinion and strengthen
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nationalistic spirit from a political event (Alexander's invasion), created a religious incident to
portray enemies of Iran as enemies of the Iranian religion. In this way, not only did they
introduce previous Iranian dynasties and some rulers in their religious texts (despite some
negative propaganda about their irreligiosity) as pioneers in preserving religion and
religiosity, but they also portrayed the inclination to protect religion as an ancient tradition.
The Sasanians considered Iranian identity to be associated with those who possessed the
Zoroastrian religion and no other minority. However, aside from the influence that the
religious establishment had on promoting religion—which played a significant role in
spreading and supporting Zoroastrian religion as the majority religion among Iranians and
consequently strengthening national unity—the Sasanians realized with the officialization of
Christianity in Rome that they needed to use religion as an identity marker to strengthen
Iranian identity and prevent a shift towards Christianity which had taken root within Iran and
Armenian regions. This shift could potentially align Iranian Christian followers with their
Western adversary (the Caesar).

Despite relying on religion and religious rituals to strengthen Iranian identity, it must be noted
that not all Sassanian rulers and statesmen exclusively regarded Iran as the homeland of
Mazdaism. Despite hostility towards the Western Christian state, even during times when
religious leaders held power, there was still a distinction between Iranians adhering to non-
Iranian religions (Christianity, Judaism) and foreigners. These minorities were not considered
entirely non-Iranian.

Conclusion

During the Sassanian era, with an emphasis on a unified religion propagated within their
domain, it is observed that one of the elements used for unity among Iranians—aligning them
with political and national objectives—and confronting enemies was employing shared
religious beliefs. Sassanian statesmen utilized religious elements not only due to their
attachment to Zoroastrian religion but also as a means to bind society to political structures
and foster unity among people. With actions aimed at leveraging this element for enhancing
Iranian identity, they sought to strengthen national sentiments. Particularly with Christianity
becoming official in Rome and eastern powers threatening Sassanian territorial integrity
through invasions, they realized that reinforcing Iranian identity necessitated utilizing religion
as an identity marker against Christianity's influence within Iran and Armenian regions.
However, given the strength of certain religious minorities in Iran and their significant
number (such as Christians and Jews), Sassanian statesmen devised strategies to attract
loyalty from these non- Zoroastrian communities towards Iran's territorial integrity. By
differentiating between non- Zoroastrian Iranians and their co-religionists abroad, they
endeavored to integrate certain non-Iranian religions into Iranian culture while also fostering
national identity among non- Zoroastrian Iranians.
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