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Abstract

Today, one of the most significant and far-reaching debates among writers, historians, and sociologists concerns the manner in which the
people of Iran converted to Islam following the invasion of the Muslim Arabs and the ... of the Sasanian Empire. Some researchers argue
that the people of Iran converted to Islam under coercion and by the force of the sword, and that this religion was imposed upon them.
Others, however, maintain that after the collapse of the Sasanian Empire, Iranians immediately welcomed Islam with open arms and
accepted it voluntarily. Each of these two groups presents arguments to substantiate its respective position. In the present study, adopting
a scientific and impartial approach and relying on the most authoritative historical sources, we evaluated the validity and reliability of
these two perspectives. The findings indicate that neither of these viewpoints is entirely correct or fully consistent with historical evidence.
The people of Iran neither immediately embraced Islam with open arms nor converted to it under coercion or by the force of the sword.
Following the defeat of the Sasanian Empire by the Muslim Arabs, the overwhelming majority of Iranians remained adherents of
Zoroastrianism by paying the jizya (poll tax), and this situation persisted for several generations. Subsequently, later generations gradually
recognized the superiority of Islam over the course of several centuries and embraced it. Therefore, the conversion of the Iranian people
to Islam occurred gradually over multiple generations, without coercion and through their own free choice.
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Extended Abstract

The Islamization of Iran represents one of the most consequential transformations in the cultural, religious,
and social history of the Iranian plateau, marking a transition that reshaped not only religious identity but also
linguistic, administrative, and civilizational patterns across successive centuries. This process followed the
collapse of the Sasanian Empire in the seventh century CE and unfolded within a broader context of imperial
decline, military conquest, and ideological encounter between the Arab Muslim conquerors and the indigenous
Iranian population. Historiographical interpretations of this transformation have long been divided into two
polarized narratives: one asserting that Islam was imposed upon Iranians through coercion, violence, and
systematic repression, and the other claiming that Iranians enthusiastically embraced Islam due to its moral
appeal, social egalitarianism, and liberation from perceived injustices under the Sasanian regime. Advocates
of the coercion hypothesis argue that the Muslim conquest was accompanied by destruction, massacres, and
forced conversion, presenting Islamization as a byproduct of military domination and structural oppression (1,
3, 5). Conversely, proponents of the voluntary conversion thesis maintain that Islam’s ethical simplicity,
universalism, and emphasis on equality resonated with marginalized segments of Iranian society, facilitating
widespread acceptance and cultural integration (2, 6). These divergent interpretations underscore the need for
rigorous methodological scrutiny grounded in primary historical sources rather than ideological
presuppositions or retrospective nationalist narratives. As conversion to Islam constituted not merely a
religious change but also a profound civilizational shift affecting identity, governance, and cultural production,
understanding its mechanisms and chronology is essential for reconstructing the evolution of medieval Iranian
society and its integration into the broader Islamic world.

Primary historical sources from early Islamic historiography, including accounts preserved by chroniclers such
as al-Tabari and al-Baladhuri, provide crucial insights into the policies and practices of the Muslim conquerors
and their interactions with conquered populations. These sources consistently indicate that Muslim forces
presented conquered peoples, including Iranian Zoroastrians, with three options: conversion to Islam, payment
of the jizya tax while retaining their religion, or military resistance (8). The existence of this intermediary
option—allowing non-Muslims to retain their faith under protected status—constitutes compelling evidence
against the claim that conversion was systematically enforced through coercion. Historical accounts document
numerous instances in which Iranian cities negotiated peace agreements with Muslim commanders and agreed
to pay tribute while maintaining their religious institutions and practices, as illustrated by treaties concluded
in cities such as Nahavand, Hamadan, Isfahan, and Rey (9). These agreements typically guaranteed the
protection of property, religious sites, and communal autonomy in exchange for fiscal obligations, suggesting
that the Islamic state prioritized political and economic consolidation over religious homogenization.
Furthermore, the continuation of Zoroastrian taxation structures under Islamic rule reflects institutional
continuity rather than abrupt religious transformation (7). Such arrangements reveal that early Islamic
governance accommodated religious pluralism and did not impose conversion as a prerequisite for political
submission, thereby undermining the coercion thesis and highlighting the pragmatic administrative strategies
employed by Muslim authorities in managing newly conquered territories.

At the same time, historical evidence equally challenges the opposing claim that Iranians embraced Islam
immediately and enthusiastically. Numerous accounts describe military resistance by Iranian populations,
followed by negotiated settlements in which communities chose to preserve their religious traditions rather
than convert. For example, al-Baladhuri recounts instances of prolonged resistance in cities such as Shushtar,
Istakhr, and various regions of Khuzestan and Fars, where inhabitants engaged in armed struggle before
accepting political submission without religious conversion (9). Even after formal conquest, revolts and
resistance movements persisted in multiple regions, including Tabaristan, Azerbaijan, and parts of eastern Iran,
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reflecting enduring opposition to foreign political domination rather than religious assimilation. These
uprisings demonstrate that Iranian resistance was primarily political and fiscal rather than religious in nature,
as communities sought to avoid tribute obligations rather than defend doctrinal orthodoxy. Moreover, when
faced with the choice between conversion and taxation, most Iranian populations opted to retain their ancestral
religion while fulfilling fiscal obligations, indicating a deliberate and rational decision-making process based
on social, economic, and cultural considerations rather than immediate ideological transformation. The
persistence of Zoroastrian religious practices, fire temples, and priestly institutions across multiple generations
further underscores the gradual and voluntary nature of Islamization.

Geographical and ethnographic accounts from medieval Muslim scholars provide additional empirical
evidence regarding the slow and uneven pace of religious change in Iran. The tenth-century geographer al-
Istakhri reported that Zoroastrians remained the dominant religious group in regions such as Fars well into the
fourth century AH, with fire temples, ritual practices, and religious communities continuing to function
actively (10). Similarly, Ibn Hawqal observed that Zoroastrian fire temples were widespread throughout Iran
and that Zoroastrian communities retained significant social and economic influence (11). Al-Mugaddasi
likewise documented the presence of substantial Zoroastrian populations in Khurasan, Shiraz, and other
regions, noting the coexistence of multiple religious communities within the Islamic political framework (12).
These observations, recorded centuries after the initial conquest, provide direct empirical confirmation that
conversion was neither immediate nor universal. If Islam had been imposed through coercion, the continued
prominence of Zoroastrianism across vast regions would be difficult to explain. Instead, these accounts
illustrate a pattern of religious coexistence and gradual cultural transformation driven by social interaction,
administrative integration, and generational change rather than compulsion.

Quantitative historical analysis further corroborates the gradual nature of Islamization in Iran. The historian
Richard Bulliet developed an innovative methodology for estimating conversion rates by analyzing naming
patterns in genealogical records, identifying the generational point at which families adopted Arabic names as
markers of Islamic identity (13). His findings indicate that conversion rates remained relatively low during the
Umayyad period and accelerated only after the establishment of the Abbasid dynasty, reflecting improved
social integration and reduced ethnic discrimination against non-Arab converts. According to Bulliet’s
estimates, only approximately half of Iran’s population had converted to Islam by the early ninth century CE,
with conversion reaching near-universal levels only by the tenth century CE. These findings align closely with
the qualitative observations of medieval geographers and historians, reinforcing the conclusion that
Islamization occurred gradually over several centuries rather than through sudden or forced conversion. The
extended timeframe required for widespread religious transformation further supports the interpretation that
conversion resulted from voluntary adoption influenced by social mobility, administrative integration, and
evolving cultural identity rather than coercive enforcement. Moreover, generational conversion patterns
suggest that younger generations were more likely to embrace Islam as they became integrated into Islamic
political and intellectual structures, highlighting the role of sociocultural adaptation in religious change (2).
In conclusion, the Islamization of Iran cannot be adequately explained by either the coercion hypothesis or the
voluntary enthusiasm hypothesis in their simplistic forms. Instead, historical evidence overwhelmingly
supports the interpretation that conversion to Islam occurred gradually over several centuries through a
complex interplay of political, economic, cultural, and social factors. While the Muslim conquest established
Islamic political authority, it did not impose immediate religious uniformity, allowing Iranian populations to
retain their religious traditions for generations. Over time, Islam became increasingly attractive due to its
administrative advantages, cultural integration, and spiritual appeal, leading successive generations to adopt it
voluntarily. This gradual transformation reflects a process of cultural synthesis rather than abrupt religious
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replacement, resulting in the emergence of a distinctively Iranian Islamic civilization that profoundly
influenced the intellectual, artistic, and political development of the broader Islamic world.
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