Journal of Sociolinguistics

Open Access

Spring (2026), Volume 9 (New series volume), Issue 2, Serial 34: 45-58

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30473/11.2026.76216.1722

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Social Onomastics of Rulers in Iran from Antiquity to Islam:

Reflections of Identity,

Legitimacy, and Power in Naming

Structures (from the Elamites to the Timurids)

Zahra Ghalavand'iD

Assistant professor of the history
department of Payame Noor
University, Tehran, Iran.

Correspondence:

Zahra Ghalavand
Email: z.ghalavand@pnu.ac.ir

Received: 21/0ct/2025
Revised: 02/Nov/2025
Accepted: 07/Feb/2026

How to cite:

Ghalavand, Z. (2026). Social
Onomastics of Rulers in Iran from
Antiquity to Islam: Reflections of
Identity, Legitimacy, and Power in
Naming Structures (from the Elamites
to the Timurids), Journal of
Sociolinguistics, 9 (34), 45-58.

(DOI: 10.30473/i1.2026.76216.1722)

ABSTRACT

Names reflect linguistic and cultural transformations and are closely tied to the
identity and historical memory of societies. In Iranian history, the names of
rulers and political elites have served as tools for legitimization or cultural
resistance against religious and political domination. This interdisciplinary study
explores naming patterns among Iranian rulers from the Elamite period to the
Timurid era, analyzing names as socio-linguistic elements that express power
structures, religious-cultural identity, and political legitimacy. Using a
descriptive-analytical approach and historical sources, the study reveals that the
Elamite rulers adopted names associated with native deities and divine concepts
to reinforce their authority. This pattern continued through the Achaemenid and
Sasanian periods, where names conveyed moral and religious ideals. Following
the Islamic conquest, naming became a means of acquiring religious-political
legitimacy. During the Ghaznavid and Seljuk periods, the interplay among
Turkic, Islamic, and Persian names reflected cultural dynamism and strategic
identity-building. Under Mongol and Timurid rule, naming practices aligned
with those of conquered cultures to enhance social acceptance and consolidate
power.
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Introduction

Names are more than personal identifiers; they carry meaning, belief, history, and identity. In
Eastern and religious societies, naming is often a socio-cultural and political act. In Iran, with its
rich historical legacy—from the Elamite and the Achaemenid to the Sasanian and Islamic
periods—naming has consistently reflected the structures of power, religion, class, and cultural
resistance. Socio-onomastics, a subfield of sociolinguistics, examines names within their social
and historical contexts, revealing how they reflect values, identities, and legitimacy. Despite
scattered studies, systematic research on naming in Iran’s socio-political history remains limited.

Methodology

This qualitative, descriptive-analytical study explores the role of names in shaping identity and
legitimacy from the Elamite to Timurid periods. It adopts an interdisciplinary approach, drawing
from sociolinguistics, history, and political sociology. Data were collected from historical texts
(e.g., Tabari, Beyhaqi, Juzjani), literary sources (Shahnameh), and modern research in
onomastics and Iranian history. Over 300 names from 15 dynasties were selected through
purposive sampling, based on historical documentation, cultural diversity, and political
relevance. Analysis proceeded in three stages: (1) Etymological analysis of linguistic roots and
origins; (2) Contextual analysis of historical-political background; (3) Semiotic analysis of
symbolic and legitimizing functions.

Findings

The Naming practices of Iranian rulers have consistently reflected strategies of legitimacy,
identity, and cultural alignment. In ancient Iran, names conveyed divine authority. The Elamite
rulers incorporated deities like Inshushinak, while the Achaemenid kings used compound names
such as Darius and Artaxerxes to express moral and religious ideals. Parthian and Sasanian
names drew from mythology and Zoroastrian beliefs, reinforcing heroic and noble identities.
After the Islamic conquest, Arab names became dominant, yet Iranian rebels and northern
dynasties preserved native names as acts of cultural resistance.

Turkic and Mongol dynasties introduced hybrid naming patterns. Ghaznavids and Seljuks
combined Turkic names for military elites, Islamic names for administrators, and Persian names
for royalty. Iranian bureaucrats like Nizam al-Mulk promoted an independent and Iranshahri
identity through Persian naming, reinforcing cultural continuity and symbolic sovereignty. The
Ilkhanids adopted Islamic names after conversion—Tegiider became Ahmad, Ghazan became
Mahmud—seeking religious legitimacy. The Timurids employed complex strategies: Timur
gave his sons Islamic and Persian names, while Shahrokh reversed this by naming his sons with
Mongol names. These choices reflect nuanced efforts to balance religious, ethnic, and political
legitimacy. Overall, naming served as a dynamic tool for expressing authority, negotiating
identity, and shaping cultural memory throughout Iranian history.

Conclusion
Naming of rulers in Iranian history has consistently served as a tool for expressing legitimacy,
identity, and cultural policy. Key insights include:

1-Names as instruments of legitimacy—divine, religious, or cultural. 2-Names as markers of
identity—resistance, integration, and revival. 3-Names as tools of cultural strategy—asserting
independence or unity 4-Names as symbols of fusion—blending Persian, Islamic, Turkic, and
Mongol elements

Ultimately, names are active agents in shaping political authority and cultural memory.
Studying them offers a unique lens into Iran’s evolving identity across centuries
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