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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the thematic domains amenable to study within the framework of discourse
analysis is the examination of how political territory is constructed through the
performative role of governmental discourses. In this regard, one of the most significant
politico-social transformations of the Sasanian hierarchy was the establishment of
centralized governance within the territorial boundaries of Iran, predicated upon the
discourse of Zoroastrianism. With the decline of the feudal order of the Parthian era and
the transcendence of its socio-political pluralism, a distinct form of institutional-spatial
centralism emerged during the Sasanian period one that had no clear precedent in earlier
historical periods. From a discourse-analytical perspective, governmental actions
concerning the centralization or decentralization of political power within territorial space
possess inherently discursive dimensions, thereby endowing each historical period with a
distinct model of governance. In the Sasanian era, religion and state became uniquely
intertwined, giving rise to a specific and distinguishable form of political order. The
Sasanian ruling hierarchy, by promoting the notion of a legacy of decline and the moral
and spiritual degradation of Iranian society attributed to the dominance of polytheism and
the feudal structure of the Parthian period and by drawing upon the principles of
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Zoroastrian political theology, established a centralized and authoritative system of
governance under its ideological framework. Despite the existence of extensive
scholarship on the union of religion and state during the Sasanian period, the specific
mechanisms through which spatial and institutional centralization were realized under the
discourse of Zoroastrianism have received comparatively limited attention. This study,
therefore, seeks to examine the articulation of the discursive components of
Zoroastrianism in the construction of centralized governance in Sasanian Iran.

Methodology

As discourse analysis, by contextualizing a spatial text within its historical framework,
contributes to understanding its formation, this study seeks to elucidate the central signifier
of this discourse and its equivalence with other components of the same discourse, with
the purpose of legitimizing centralization through an examination of texts and
commentaries from the Sasanian era. Furthermore, to investigate the legitimization of
centralized governance, this study addresses other components of the discourse analysis
methodology, including the role of the discourse’s explicators and its engagement with,
and othering of, rival discourses.

Result and discussion
A. The Construction of Sasanian Sacred Authoritarianism in Contrast to Parthian
Fragmented Rule

In the Sasanian era, the transformation of Zoroastrianism into a discourse of
authoritarianism, coupled with the process of “othering” and confrontation with the mulitk
al-rawa’if (feudal lordship) of the Parthian period, became a key component of social
mobilization aimed at delegitimizing the Parthian polity. Zoroastrian political discourse,
by engendering this rupture, advocated centralization, territorial cohesion, and the
establishment of a supra-feudal kingship. Concurrently, through the rejection of the
polytheistic deities of the Parthian era, it promoted belief in a single, supreme deity.

B. The Sasanian Concept of the Charismatic King within Zoroastrian Political
Discourse and Its Relationship to Centralized Rule

In the Sasanian era, with the official adoption of Zoroastrianism, the concept of the
charismatic king was transformed into a political imperative within this discourse,
becoming its central signifier. In other words, the metaphysical principle of Ahura Mazda
responsible for the order of the entire cosmic system was understood to manifest in the
material world through an earthly correlate: the ideal king, as the chosen representative of
the divine. Through his existence, the salvation of individuals in both the spiritual and
material realms was rendered attainable. Consequently, models of federalism, the spatial
distribution of power among territorial units, and the recognition of distinct regional
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identities were largely disregarded, in contrast to earlier periods.

C. The Performative Role of Zoroastrian Priests in Legitimizing Centralization during
the Sasanian Era

Zoroastrian clergy emerged as pivotal social agents, playing a foundational role in
constructing the ideological framework that both explained and legitimized the
centralization of political authority in the Sasanian Empire. These religious interpreters
mediated the relationship between the king and the divine, channeling it into worldly
political practices such as the formation of collective identity and the validation of
concentrated political authority. The concept of Eransahr, which fused the territorial
notion of Iran with sacrality and contributed to the formation of collective consciousness,
was articulated by these interpreters through Avastin teachings. In turn, such concepts
enabled the state to orient the concentration of political power toward hegemonic
consolidation.

D. The Role of Urban Social Classes in Establishing Centralized Sasanian Governance
within the Framework of Zoroastrian Political Theology

Within the framework of Zoroastrian political theology, the Ahuric interpretation of
Iranian territory inherently contributed to the formation of hierarchical and centralized
structures. On the one hand, it reinforced elitism and legitimized distinctions among social
strata, including the common populace, the royal family, and the Zoroastrian clergy; on
the other hand, it manifested centralization in its spatial dimension. Accordingly, the
hierarchical organization of territorial administration and the prominence of the capital
city were significantly strengthened under the Sasanian dynasty, while state institutions
across the provinces acquired dominant political authority. This model of articulation,
grounded in centralization, led to the marginalization of local institutions and cultures
within the structure of political power and rendered federal forms of governance largely
peripheral.

E. Geopolitical Othering in Zoroastrian Discourse during the Sasanian Era and Its
Implications for Centralized Governance

Sasanian centralism, framed within Zoroastrian political theology as a geo-cultural
confrontation, operated through processes of exclusion and differentiation to assert itself
against rival empires, particularly the Romans. This process of “othering” played a
significant role in fostering unity among the Iranian population and, crucially, facilitated
the consolidation of centralized political authority in opposition to the Roman Empire.
Within this semantic framework, political centralization was thus represented not merely
as an administrative choice, but as a divinely sanctioned imperative.
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Conclusion

Under the Zoroastrian political paradigm of the Sasanian era, the king’s position was
divinely elevated as the central signifier, thereby facilitating the institutional and spatial
centralization of power. This transformation marked a historical rupture: in contrast to the
Achaemenid and Parthian periods, tolerance and forbearance toward adherents of other
religions and cultures were largely abandoned. This form of ideological totalization, in
turn, contributed to the consolidation of political power, concentrating governing authority
in the hands of the king. Accordingly, and in contrast to the Achaemenid, Seleucid, and
Parthian eras, the authority of regional and territorial units diminished, while the role of
the bureaucracy and the state apparatus in policy formation and social administration was
significantly enhanced.

Keywords: Discourse, Governance, Spatial Centralization, Zoroaster, Sasanian Dynasty
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