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The process of the Iranian society’s encounter with Muslim Arabs essentially
constituted an interaction between two cultural systems—Iranian and
Islamic—which ultimately shaped a new cultural-civilizational destiny for the
Iranian people. This study, employing a descriptive-analytical method,
addresses the significant question of how different social strata within Iranian
society responded to the dominance of Muslim Arabs over Iran, and how each
class interacted with the conquerors. The findings indicate that various social
classes in Iran exhibited distinct patterns of engagement with Muslim Arabs;
the elite strata, in order to preserve their status and interests, more rapidly
turned toward interaction and cooperation with the Arabs, while the lower
classes gradually gravitated toward Islam through the acquisition of social
rights and increased familiarity with authentic Islamic teachings, particularly
through the channel of the Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them). On the other
hand, the early Arab rulers initially sought to utilize influential social groups
to facilitate governance and maintain control over the Iranian lower classes;
however, over time, these interactions expanded, and under the framework of
Islamic civilization, both groups evolved into a relatively unified entity at the
cultural and civilizational level.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The encounter between Iranian society and Muslim Arabs in the early Islamic centuries represents
one of the most transformative civilizational junctures in Iranian history, characterized not merely as a
military conquest but as a complex interaction between two distinct cultural systems—Sasanian Iranian
and Islamic-Arabic—resulting in the gradual emergence of a new socio-cultural synthesis. The stratified
nature of Sasanian society, marked by rigid hierarchical divisions and limited social mobility, played a
decisive role in shaping the differential responses of various social classes to the Arab conquest. In this
context, the study explores how structural inequalities embedded in the Sasanian order influenced both
resistance and accommodation patterns among Iranian social strata. The lower classes, long subjected to
systemic deprivation and exclusion, perceived the Islamic message of egalitarianism and social justice as
an attractive alternative, while the elite classes initially resisted but later adopted pragmatic strategies of
cooperation to preserve their socio-political status (Katouzian, 1993). Furthermore, the broader
historiographical discourse indicates that this encounter cannot be reduced to a binary opposition of
domination and submission; rather, it must be understood as a dynamic process involving negotiation,
adaptation, and selective integration across different segments of society (Moftakhari, 2004).

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology to examine the bilateral interactions
between Iranian social classes and Muslim Arabs, emphasizing both structural conditions and agency-
driven responses. By analyzing historical narratives, administrative transformations, and socio-political
developments, the research reconstructs the mechanisms through which different classes engaged with the
new ruling order. Previous scholarship has addressed aspects of cultural interaction, elite collaboration,
and the spread of Islam in Iran, yet a comprehensive class-based analysis remains underdeveloped. Studies
on the role of prominent Iranian families in facilitating cultural integration highlight the mediating
function of elite groups in bridging the Iranian and Islamic systems (Bayat & Khosravi, 2010), while
research on transitional periods underscores the depth of socio-cultural transformations during the shift
from late antiquity to the Islamic era (Moftakhari, 1997). Additionally, investigations into Iranian
participation in the Arab conquests reveal the multiplicity of motivations—ranging from coercion to
opportunism—that influenced collaboration with the conquering forces (Dehghanpour & Masoumi, 2012).

The structural framework of Sasanian society provides a critical backdrop for understanding these
interactions. The rigid class system, consisting of priests, warriors, scribes, and commoners, was
reinforced by ideological and religious justifications that limited upward mobility and concentrated power
within hereditary elites (Christensen, 1989). This system imposed heavy fiscal burdens on productive
classes while exempting aristocratic groups from taxation, thereby intensifying social inequalities (lbn
Miskawayh, 2000; Ravandi, 2003). Such disparities contributed to widespread dissatisfaction among lower
strata, creating conditions conducive to receptivity toward the Islamic order, which emphasized social
equality and reduced hierarchical rigidity. Moreover, the religious sanctification of the class system further
entrenched divisions, making its eventual dissolution under Islamic rule a significant factor in the broader
process of social transformation (Pourdavoud, 1998; Zarrinkoub, 1998).

The responses of elite classes to the Arab conquest evolved from initial resistance to pragmatic
accommodation. Political and military elites, whose power was closely tied to the Sasanian state, initially
sought to defend the existing order but gradually shifted toward cooperation as the inevitability of
Sasanian collapse became apparent. This strategic adaptation enabled them to retain influence within the
new administrative framework, particularly through their expertise in governance and bureaucratic



organization. Arab rulers, recognizing the administrative capabilities of Iranian elites, incorporated them
into the emerging Islamic state apparatus, thereby facilitating continuity in governance and enhancing the
efficiency of imperial administration (Mohammadi Malayeri, 1995, 2000). At the same time, the integration
of Iranian elites into Arab structures contributed to the gradual fusion of cultural and political practices,
reinforcing the hybrid character of early Islamic civilization.

Military elites, particularly the warrior class, played a pivotal role in the transition process. Their
initial resistance was driven by loyalty to the Sasanian state and vested interests in maintaining the existing
order; however, prolonged warfare, internal disintegration, and shifting power dynamics led many to
defect and join the Muslim forces. This phenomenon significantly facilitated the Arab conquest, as local
knowledge and military expertise provided by Iranian defectors enhanced the operational effectiveness of
the conquering armies. Historical accounts document instances of large-scale defections, including the
incorporation of thousands of Iranian soldiers into Muslim ranks, which contributed to the rapid expansion
of Islamic rule in the region (Al-Baladhuri, 1988; Al-Tabari, 1967). The motivations behind such shifts
included exhaustion from continuous warfare, attraction to the ideological appeal of Islam, and pragmatic
considerations related to survival and status preservation (lbn al-Athir, 1965; Ibn Isfandiyar, 1987).

The lower classes, comprising peasants, artisans, and marginalized groups, exhibited a different
pattern of engagement characterized by gradual alignment with the new order. Initially disillusioned with
the inequalities of the Sasanian system, they were drawn to the promises of social justice and equality
inherent in Islamic teachings. However, their relationship with the Arab rulers was not uniformly
harmonious; discrepancies between Islamic ideals and administrative practices sometimes led to
dissatisfaction and resistance, manifested in various social and political movements. These dynamics
underscore the complexity of the conversion process, which was neither immediate nor uniform but rather
evolved over time through increased familiarity with Islamic teachings and socio-political realities
(Abbasi, 2012; Spuler, 1994).

In conclusion, the bilateral encounter between Iranian social classes and Muslim Arabs in the early
Islamic centuries was a multifaceted and dynamic process shaped by structural inequalities, pragmatic
adaptations, and ideological transformations. The interaction between elites and conquerors facilitated
administrative continuity and cultural integration, while the gradual alignment of lower classes contributed
to the broader Islamization of Iranian society. Ultimately, these interactions led to the emergence of a new
civilizational synthesis in which Iranian and Islamic elements were intricately intertwined, forming the
foundation of a unified cultural and political identity that transcended earlier divisions.
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