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ABSTRACT

During the Abbasid era (1°71-1YY AH), Khuzestan, as a key region in Iran, was religiously
diverse and a place of convergence and interaction of different religions. This research,
based on early sources and with a historical method and a descriptive-analytical approach,
has identified and analyzed the religions prevalent in Khuzestan and sectarian movements.
We seek to answer the question: What role did the major religions of the Islamic world play
in the political, social, and cultural transformations of this region in the geography of
Khuzestan? The research findings show that the majority of the people followed the Sunni
religion, especially the Hanafi and Shafi'i schools, which were strengthened under the
influence of the policies of the Abbasid Caliphate. However, Shiism gradually spread among
Arab tribes and urban communities such as Ahvaz and Shushtar. Other Shiite groups such
as Zaidi and Ismaili had a social and cultural life with limited influence in parts of
Khuzestan. Also, the Abbasid religious policies, especially the support for theological
schools such as the Mu'tazilites and the opposition to Shiite movements such as the Zaydi,
affected the religious atmosphere of Khuzestan. These policies sometimes met with
resistance from local groups. The life of various religions in Khuzestan, while coexisting,
was sometimes accompanied by social and political challenges and crises that stemmed from
issues such as religious-cultural differences between urban and rural groups. Religious
interaction and confrontation in Khuzestan during the Abbasid era not only led to the growth
and intellectual and theological competition between different religions, but also ultimately
helped strengthen the region's religious identity and its cultural prosperity.
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Extended Abstract

Explanation and analysis of the religions of the people of Khuzestan during the
Abbasid Caliphate era

Introduction (Problem Statement, Significance, Research Questions, and Objectives)

Khuzestan was one of the most important provinces of the Islamic Caliphate during the early Islamic centuries ()st—£th
centuries AH / Yth—) +th centuries CE). As a bridge between diverse cultures and ethnic groups, Khuzestan was characterized
by remarkable religious diversity. Various Islamic denominations coexisted in the region, particularly Sunni Islam,
represented by the Hanaff and Shafi‘T schools of law, and Shi‘i Islam, represented by the Zaydi and Isma‘1lt branches. The
religious policies of the Abbasid caliphs, including their support for theological schools such as the Mu‘tazila during the
early period and their suppression of opposition movements, exerted a profound influence on the religious landscape of the
region, at times strengthening a particular school of thought and at other times giving rise to social and political tensions.
During the Abbasid period, Khuzestan became one of the principal centers of both Iran and the Islamic Caliphate owing to
its strategic geographical location and its position along major commercial routes, particularly those connected with the
Persian Gulf. The abundance of water resources, fertile agricultural lands, the advanced Sasanian irrigation system, and direct
links with the ports of Basra and the trade routes connecting Mesopotamia and the Iranian Plateau endowed the region with
a pivotal role in the economy of the Caliphate. Khuzestan's economic and commercial significance also facilitated interaction
and coexistence among different religious communities.

This study seeks to answer the following questions: Which religious denominations maintained social and cultural
activities in Khuzestan during the Abbasid period? What factors contributed to the expansion and influence of Sunni and
Shi‘i Islam in Khuzestan under Abbasid rule? What role did the geographical and economic position of Khuzestan play in
promoting religious coexistence and sectarian competition? How were the anti-Abbasid movements in Khuzestan shaped by
religious affiliations, and what impact did they have on the religious structure of the region?

Research Method

This study begins with the collection and examination of historical data derived from both primary and secondary sources.
Subsequently, employing the historical method and a historical-analytical approach, it investigates the religious composition
of Khuzestan and analyzes the influence of political and social factors on its formation and development. To assess the
reliability of the evidence, different historical sources are systematically compared, and the findings are evaluated through
the application of historical source criticism.

Findings and Discussion

Khuzestan's strategic location in close proximity to Basra and Baghdad, together with its role as one of Iran's principal
economic, commercial, and agricultural centers, provided a favorable environment for the expansion and activity of Sunni
Islam, particularly the Hanafi, Shafi ‘1, Hanbali, and Maliki schools of jurisprudence. Among these Sunni schools, the Hanafi
school enjoyed the widest following in Khuzestan. Its adherents were primarily concentrated in three prominent social
groups: Hanaft judges and religious scholars in Ahvaz and Shushtar, administrative officials, and the merchant and urban
middle classes. From the fourth century AH onward, however, the unrivaled dominance of the Hanafis gradually declined
owing to the expansion of the Shafi‘1 school in cities such as Shushtar and Dezful and the growing political and religious
influence of the Shi‘a in certain areas. The spread of the Shafi‘T school was less the result of official state patronage than of
the support of particular intellectual and social groups, including traditionists (muhaddithiin), hadith-oriented jurists, mawali,
non-Arab Muslims, and local elites who operated independently of the Abbasid caliphal establishment.

The Hanbalis constituted only a small minority in Khuzestan and were mainly represented by two groups. The first
consisted of Arab migrants from Najd who, because of their tribal and cultural ties with central Arabia, adhered to the Hanbali
school and generally settled on the outskirts of cities such as Ahvaz. The second comprised indigenous or migrant Arab
communities inclined toward conservative religious traditions. The limited influence of the Hanbali school in Abbasid
Khuzestan was primarily attributable to its geographical distance from the principal centers of Hanbali scholarship,
particularly Baghdad. Furthermore, the predominance of the Hanaft school, the growing influence of the Shafi‘T school
among the scholarly and urban classes, and the absence of Hanbali educational institutions, judicial offices, and judges in
major cities such as Ahvaz and Susa restricted the social and intellectual environment necessary for the school's development.

The Malikis likewise constituted a small minority and were represented by two principal groups. The first included
Maghribi merchants from North Africa who introduced Maliki jurisprudence to Ahvaz through their commercial connections
with Maliki regions such as Ifriqiya (Tunisia) and the Maghrib. The second consisted of Arab tribes that had migrated from
the Hijaz or Syria and maintained their adherence to the Malikt school through tribal affiliations while settling on the outskirts
of Khuzestan's cities. In addition to their geographical remoteness from the principal Maliki centers in the Hijaz and North
Africa, the limited influence of the Malikis stemmed from the same factors that constrained the spread of the Hanbali school.

The migration of Arab tribes, particularly those of Yemeni origin, together with cultural interactions with Shi‘i centers
such as Kufa and Qom, facilitated the spread of Shi‘i tendencies, including the Imamiyya (Twelver Shi‘a), the Ghulat, and
the Isma ‘Tliyya. As social groups opposed to the Abbasid Caliphate, the Shi‘a expressed dissatisfaction with Abbasid policies,
especially those directed toward Iranians and the mawali. Emphasizing the doctrine of the Imamate of the Ahl al-Bayt, they
adopted a politico-religious stance against the Caliphate, for which Khuzestan provided a particularly favorable setting.
Twelver Shi‘is were concentrated mainly in major urban centers such as Ahvaz and Shushtar, whose scholarly and
commercial significance created a suitable environment for the dissemination of Imami teachings. By contrast, the Ghulat
and the Isma‘1lis were more active in peripheral and mountainous regions, particularly in remote districts. One of the




distinguishing features of the Shi‘i presence in Khuzestan was its active participation in theological debates with groups such
as the Mu‘tazila and the Sunnis. Ahvaz and Shushtar served as the principal centers of Imami activity. The Ghulat, whose
beliefs attributed an exaggerated status to the Imams, were active particularly in peripheral and rural areas of Khuzestan.
Groups such as the Khattabiyya (followers of Abii al-Khattab) and the Mughiriyya (followers of al-Mughira b. Sa‘id) found
support mainly among Arab tribes and communities that were less influenced by formal Shi‘i religious instruction. Isma ‘1l
activities were concentrated chiefly in mountainous and inaccessible regions, including the areas surrounding Dezful and
Ramhormoz. The Zaydis likewise promoted their teachings by establishing scholarly and cultural circles in cities such as
Ahvaz and Shushtar.

Conclusion

Khuzestan during the Abbasid period represented a microcosm of the Islamic world—a region in which Sunnis, Shi‘is, and
the Mu‘tazila coexisted, interacted, and at times came into conflict. This religious plurality not only fostered remarkable
intellectual, cultural, and theological development but also, on occasion, gave rise to political and social tensions. Although
these tensions, rooted in sectarian rivalry and doctrinal differences, could generate conflict, they simultaneously contributed
to the enrichment of Khuzestan's cultural and religious identity.

Accordingly, the significance of Khuzestan during the Abbasid era cannot be understood solely in terms of its
geographical and economic importance. The region also played a decisive role in the religious and cultural spheres, offering
a compelling illustration of the dynamics of interaction, competition, and coexistence among different religious traditions
within Islamic civilization. This historical experience is significant not only for the history of Khuzestan but also for a broader
understanding of the social and religious transformations of Islamic and Iranian history. Furthermore, it provides a valuable
model for examining patterns of religious and cultural interaction in other regions of the Islamic world.
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