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Abstract

This essay provides a factual description of the Persian civilization from its earliest origins to the 
present day. It traces a cultural identity that predates the Achaemenid Empire by millennia, 
describes the Arab Islamic conquest of the seventh century as a civilizational rupture, and situates 
the current Islamic Republic of Iran as the political expression of an ideology fundamentally foreign 
to the original Persian tradition. The systematic violence exercised by the Revolutionary Guard 
Corps and the Basij against the Iranian population is placed within this longer historical and cultural 
context.

1. Origins: Before the Empire

The Iranian plateau has been continuously inhabited for at least 100,000 years. The first urban 
civilizations emerged around 4000–3500 BCE in what is now southwestern Iran. The Elamite 
civilization, centered on the city of Susa, was one of the oldest literate cultures in the world — 
contemporary with Sumer and early dynastic Egypt. The Elamites developed their own writing 
system, their own legal traditions, and a sophisticated administrative culture long before anything 
called a Persian Empire existed.

Alongside the Elamites, the Iranian plateau was home to a broad network of pastoral and proto-
urban cultures connected to the wider Indo-Iranian migrations from the Eurasian steppe. From these 
cultures emerged the Magi — a priestly caste whose origins predate any surviving written record. 
The Magi functioned as astronomers, ritualists, and custodians of cosmological knowledge. Their 
traditions fed directly into what became Zoroastrianism, the oldest continuously practiced 
monotheistic religion in the world.

The Avesta, the sacred scripture of Zoroastrianism, contains linguistic strata that scholars date to at 
least 1500–1000 BCE, and possibly considerably earlier. The worldview it encodes is not a 
primitive mythology but a coherent ethical and metaphysical system: the universe is structured 
around the opposition between truth (Asha) and falsehood (Druj), and human beings bear full moral 
responsibility for choosing between them. The influence of this system on the three Abrahamic 
religions is well documented. The concepts of Satan as a personal adversary of God, the Last 
Judgment, the resurrection of the dead, heaven and hell, and the coming of a messianic figure all 
have clear and traceable Zoroastrian antecedents, entering Judaism during the Babylonian exile 
under Persian rule.

2. The Achaemenid Empire: Tolerance as State Policy

When Cyrus the Great founded the Achaemenid Empire around 550 BCE, he did not impose 
Persian culture on conquered peoples. The Cyrus Cylinder (539 BCE), discovered in Babylon in 
1879 and now in the British Museum, records his policy of religious freedom, the abolition of 



forced labor, and the right of displaced peoples to return to their homelands. The Hebrew Bible 
refers to Cyrus by the term mashiach — anointed one — because he freed the Jewish people from 
Babylonian captivity and funded the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem.

The Achaemenid Empire at its height stretched from the Aegean to the Indus, from Egypt to Central 
Asia. It was administered through satrapies — regional provinces with considerable local autonomy 
— held together by loyalty, law, and infrastructure rather than by forced cultural uniformity. 
Administrative records from Persepolis show that workers, including women, received standardized 
rations regardless of ethnic origin. Women could hold property, conduct legal transactions, and 
travel independently.

Darius the Great built the Royal Road — a communication and transport network stretching 2,700 
kilometers from Sardis to Susa — standardized weights and measures across the empire, and 
codified a legal system applied across multiple legal traditions. Persian art and architecture 
synthesized Egyptian, Babylonian, Greek, and Indian influences into a coherent aesthetic: 
monumental but human in scale, ordered but not sterile.

3. The Sassanid Empire: The Last Pre-Islamic Flowering

After the Macedonian conquest under Alexander and the subsequent Hellenistic Seleucid period, 
Persia reasserted its identity under the Parthians and then the Sassanids (224–651 CE). The 
Sassanid Empire rivaled Rome and Byzantium for three centuries. It produced significant 
achievements in medicine, astronomy, philosophy, architecture, and administration. The Academy 
of Gondishapur, founded in the third century CE in southwestern Iran, functioned as one of the 
world's first research universities, where scholars from the Greek, Indian, and Persian traditions 
worked alongside one another translating and developing knowledge in medicine, mathematics, and 
philosophy.

Zoroastrianism was the state religion, but Jews, Christians, Buddhists, and Manicheans practiced 
within the empire with varying degrees of official tolerance. When the Islamic world later produced 
its Golden Age of science and philosophy between the eighth and thirteenth centuries, much of that 
achievement rested directly on Sassanid foundations — transmitted by Persian scholars working in 
Arabic.

4. The Arab Conquest: A Civilizational Rupture

Between 633 and 651 CE, Arab armies under the banner of the new Islamic faith defeated the 
Sassanid Empire in a series of decisive battles. The last Sassanid emperor, Yazdegerd III, fled 
eastward and was killed in 651. The conquest was militarily rapid but culturally complex.

Persian was suppressed in official and religious contexts and replaced by Arabic. Zoroastrian fire 
temples were destroyed or converted into mosques. Zoroastrians who refused to convert became 
dhimmis — a legally subordinate status that carried heavy taxation and significant social 
restrictions. Many fled to India, where their descendants, the Parsis, have maintained the 
Zoroastrian tradition continuously to the present day.

Yet the Persian civilization did not disappear. By the ninth and tenth centuries, a Persian cultural 
renaissance was underway. Scholars and poets began writing again in Persian — now using Arabic 
script but retaining Persian grammar, syntax, and vocabulary in full. Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (c. 



1010 CE), the Book of Kings, was a 60,000-couplet epic deliberately celebrating pre-Islamic 
Persian kings, heroes, and values. It preserved the memory of Cyrus, Darius, and the mythological 
heroes of the Iranian tradition at a time when official culture sought to replace them.

The great classical Persian poets — Rumi, Hafez, Saadi, Omar Khayyam, Attar — wrote within an 
Islamic framework but expressed a sensibility distinctly Persian in character: mystical, humanistic, 
skeptical of religious dogma, attentive to beauty, pleasure, and the paradoxes of human existence. 
This literary tradition represented a form of cultural continuity that no conquest fully extinguished.

5. The Safavid Turn: Shiism as Persian Identity

In 1501, Shah Ismail I of the Safavid dynasty declared Twelver Shiism the state religion of Iran. 
The political motivation was partly to distinguish Iran from the Sunni Ottoman Empire to the west. 
The cultural consequence was profound and lasting. Iran became the institutional center of Shia 
Islam, with its own clerical hierarchy, sacred calendar, pilgrimage network, and emotional culture 
centered on the martyrdom of Imam Hussein at Karbala in 680 CE.

Shiism gave Persia a form of Islam that was institutionally its own. But it also introduced a clerical 
class — the ulema — with growing political ambitions. Over the following centuries, this class 
developed a doctrine that would eventually provide the ideological foundation for the Islamic 
Republic: the concept of Velayat-e Faqih, the political guardianship of the qualified Islamic jurist, 
elaborated in its modern form by Ayatollah Khomeini in the 1970s.

6. The Pahlavi Period and the 1979 Revolution

Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925–1941) and his son Mohammad Reza Shah (r. 1941–1979) pursued a 
program of secular modernization and nationalist cultural revival. They promoted the pre-Islamic 
Persian heritage, renamed the country Iran, and built a national identity centered on the Achaemenid 
legacy. The 1971 celebrations at Persepolis — marking 2,500 years of Persian monarchy — were 
the most public expression of this project.

The modernization produced real social and economic change but was implemented under a 
progressively autocratic regime supported by a feared secret police. The 1979 revolution united 
Islamists, leftists, liberals, and nationalists against the monarchy. Once the coalition took power, 
Khomeini's faction systematically eliminated the others and installed a theocracy governed by the 
principle of Velayat-e Faqih.

7. The Islamic Republic as Cultural Displacement

From the perspective of the original Persian cultural tradition, the Islamic Republic does not 
represent Iran governing itself. Its foundational ideology derives from a specific school of Shia 
jurisprudence developed in the seminaries of Najaf and Qom. Its supreme leader is selected by a 
clerical assembly, not elected by the population. Its legal framework is derived from Islamic 
jurisprudence rather than from Iranian national tradition.

The symbols of the pre-Islamic heritage were systematically marginalized after 1979. The lion-and-
sun flag was replaced. Nowruz — the Persian New Year, observed continuously for at least three 



millennia — was officially discouraged for decades as incompatible with Islamic values. Pre-
Islamic history was minimized in school curricula. Women, who had held legal rights under both 
the Achaemenid administration and the Pahlavi civil code, were subjected to mandatory veiling and 
severe legal subordination.

The Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), founded in 1979, is not a conventional national army. Its 
members swear loyalty to the Supreme Leader and the Islamic Revolution, not to Iran as a state or 
nation. The Basij, its paramilitary volunteer arm, recruits heavily from the most religiously 
conservative and economically marginal sectors of the population — people for whom Islamic 
revolutionary identity takes precedence over any sense of Persian cultural continuity.

It is for this reason that secular and nationally-minded Iranians frequently describe IRGC and Basij 
members as "Arabs" — not as an ethnic description but as a cultural verdict: these people are not 
the heirs of our civilization. They are the continuation of the conquest.

8. The Violence Against the Population

When Iranians have risen against the Islamic Republic, the response has been systematic and lethal.

In November 2019, protests triggered by a sudden increase in fuel prices were met with gunfire. 
Reuters, citing three sources with knowledge of a government report, reported that at least 1,500 
people were killed in a matter of days. Security forces fired into crowds, shot people fleeing, and in 
documented cases killed individuals inside their homes.

In September 2022, the death of Mahsa (Zhina) Amini in the custody of the morality police 
triggered the largest sustained protests in the history of the Islamic Republic. Hundreds of protesters 
were killed, including dozens of minors. Amnesty International and Iran Human Rights documented 
cases in which families were required to pay for the costs of detention or the bullets used before 
they could retrieve the bodies of their relatives.

This pattern is consistent across multiple crackdowns over four decades. It is not the result of 
institutional failure or individual excess. It is the predictable output of a system in which defending 
the Islamic Revolution is defined as a religious obligation, and in which those who oppose the state 
are classified not as political opponents but as enemies of God and of the Islamic order.

9. Conclusion

The Persian civilization is among the oldest continuous cultural traditions in the world. Its roots 
extend back at least five thousand years to the Elamite cities of the Iranian plateau and to the Magi 
whose cosmological tradition preceded all surviving texts. Its foundational values — tolerance of 
diversity, the dignity of the individual, the love of knowledge, the equality of human beings before 
the law — are documented across millennia and stand in direct contrast to the values embodied by 
the current Iranian state.

The violence of the Islamic Republic against its own population is not an aberration within an 
otherwise functional system. It is the logical expression of a government built on ideological 
foundations foreign to the civilization it controls. The Iranians who continue to resist — at the cost 
of their lives — are the heirs of Cyrus, of Ferdowsi, of Hafez. They are asserting, against 
considerable force, that a civilization older than Islam still exists and intends to survive.
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