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ABSTRACT

Names in Iranian culture have historically served a multifaceted function,
extending beyond mere identification to symbolize identity, legitimacy, power,
and social belonging. This interdisciplinary study in the field of socio-onomastics
examines naming transformations during the Safavid era—a period marked by
the institutionalization of Shi’ism, wherein names became instruments of
political and cultural legitimization. The research aims to analyze the role of
names in shaping religious identity and power structures under Safavid rule.
Methodology: This qualitative, descriptive-analytical study draws data of
historical sources, including ‘Alam-ara-ye ‘Abbasi, Kholasat al-Tavarikh, Ahsan
al-Tavarikh, literary texts, and popular narratives such as those by Hossein Kord
Shabestari. Names are analyzed based on linguistic origin (Persian, Turkish,
Arabic, Shi’i) and social status. Comparative analysis of pre-Safavid and Safavid
naming practices in folk narratives enables tracing the evolution of naming
conventions. Findings: The results reveal that naming individuals and places
after Shi’i Imams, integrating religious titles with political authority, and
sacralizing public spaces were key strategies in consolidating Iranian-Shi’i
identity. This naming discourse permeated elite circles, popular culture,
literature, and social narratives, becoming a cornerstone of Safavid political and
cultural legitimacy.
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Introduction

Names represent one of the core lexical categories in linguistics. Beyond their grammatical role,
they embody semantic values, historical memory, and identity markers at both individual and
collective levels. In languages such as Persian, Arabic, and Turkish, names mirror cultural,
religious, ethnic, and political frameworks. The interdisciplinary field of onomastics provides a
systematic approach to the study of names, linking linguistics with history, ethnography, and
sociology. The purpose of this study is to show the role of names as cultural instruments in
reflecting structures of power, religious identity, and social resistance during the Safavid era.

Methodology

This study is qualitative and descriptive—analytical. The data are drawn from historical sources
such as ‘Alam-ara-ye ‘Abbasi, Khulasat al-tavarikh, and Ahsan al-tavarikh, as well as literary
texts and folk narratives like Hossein Kord Shabestari. The analysis of names is conducted
based on linguistic roots (Persian, Turkish, Arabic, Shi‘i) and social position. In addition, folk
narratives enable a comparative examination between the pre-Safavid and Safavid periods,
allowing for the tracing of the evolution of naming practices.

Findings

The results show that during the Safavid period, the naming of individuals and places with Shi‘i
Imams' names, the combination of religious titles with structures of power, and the sacralization
of public spaces were among the strategies employed by the state to consolidate an Iranian—Shi‘i
identity. This naming discourse penetrated not only the political and military elites but also
popular culture, literary texts, and social narratives, thereby contributing to the political and
cultural legitimacy of the Safavid dynasty.

Conclusion

By institutionalizing Shi‘ism and promoting Shi‘i culture, the Safavids established a new
structure of Iranian Shi‘i power and identity that permeated all levels of society, from the royal
court to the streets and bazaars. Names served as markers of religious loyalty and political
affiliation. In official texts, the naming of places after Imams, shrines, and seminaries, as well as
the adoption of religious names among political elites, all contributed to consolidating the Shi‘i
discourse and legitimizing Safavid rule. Each social class in this period reinforced its identity
and role within the Safavid state through specific naming patterns: poets and calligraphers
reflected mystical and cultural tendencies in their names; soldiers, mostly from the Qizilbash
class, bore Turkish names; and Shi‘i names were widespread across all strata, especially among
the seiyeds and bureaucrats. In folk narratives, the transformation of heroes from aristocratic
and mythical figures to popular champions with Shi‘i names (such as Hossein) illustrates a shift
in social outlook and the movement of heroic storytelling toward a religious identity.

Keywords
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