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Iranian myths are among the most fundamental components of national
identity, which have undergone continuous reinterpretation in connection
with political and religious transformations. Within this context, the Seljuk
period represents a decisive juncture for readjusting the relationship between
the Iranian mythical heritage and Islamic historiography, due to the
establishment of Turkic rule, the rise of Ash'ari theological orthodoxy, and
the continuity of the Iranian bureaucratic institution (divan). Employing a
descriptive-analytical and comparative approach based on the concept of
"Cultural Memory," the present study examines the treatment of Iranian
myths in three pivotal texts: Tarikh-e Sistan, Farsnama, and Mujmal al-
Tawarikh wa al-Qisas. The findings indicate that during this period, myth
underwent a "functional displacement” and was reproduced through three
distinct approaches: 1) The Syncretic Approach, aiming at the re-centering
of sacred geography; 2) The Iranocentric Approach, serving as a model for
political ethics and the restraint of power; and 3) The Rational-Critical
Approach, which, through epistemic distancing, redefines myth as a written
heritage and an "object of study."The overall conclusion suggests that myth
did not decline during the Seljuk era; rather, by transforming from a "sacred
belief" into an "identity strategy," it provided the necessary infrastructure for
Iran’s historical continuity and its transmission to subsequent periods.
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1. Introduction

Iranian myths, acting as the fundamental layers of collective memory, serve as a reflection of
the cosmic and ritualistic worldview of our ancestors, which have sustained the cultural identity
of this land for centuries. These narratives were not merely frameworks for an ontological
understanding of the world, but functioned as mechanisms for organizing social and ethical
relations in pre-Islamic Iranian society. With the advent of Islam, this heritage was inevitably
compelled to engage with the new belief system and the political structures emerging
therefrom—a confrontation that, rather than resulting in erasure or oblivion, led to profound
changes in the nature, function, and narrative value of these myths. Throughout this historical
process, myths shifted from their archaic cosmic and ritual realms into historical, ethical, and
conventional domains. This transformation facilitated the reinterpretation of ancient figures into
moral or quasi-prophetic archetypes, allowing the heritage of ancient Iran to adapt flexibly to
the requirements of Islamic civilization.

Within this context, the Seljuk era, characterized by the rise of Turkic military power, the
consolidation of the Persian bureaucratic tradition, and the dominance of Ash’arite theology,
provided a unique setting for the manifestation of identity-forming tensions. The historiography
of this period served as an arena for the clash between the continuity of ancient heritage, the
exigencies of legitimizing Sunni regimes, and the rationalistic logic of the time. In such an
atmosphere, Iranian myths were neither completely rejected nor fully embraced as the official
basis of legitimacy; instead, by entering a state of flux, they transformed into a form of “dual
memory,” continually redefined on the margins of the dominant order and within the heart of
the bureaucracy.

The present study, relying on seminal texts such as Tarikh-i Sistan, Ibn Balkhi’s Farsnama, and
Mujmal al-Tawarikh wa al-Qisas, seeks to address how Iranian myths were reinterpreted and
represented in the face of such a contradictory structure, and what political, religious, and
structural factors influenced the divergent approaches taken by historians. To this end, by
employing a descriptive-analytical method and adopting a structural approach, this research
attempts—while identifying Iranian-centric, syncretic, and rationalistic paradigms within Seljuk
historiography—to demonstrate how Iranian elites and writers utilized this heritage to define
their identity boundaries within the heart of Islamic civilization. In effect, this inquiry will
illustrate that myth in this era was not an obsolete relic, but a living “place of memory” that
regenerated the cultural capacities of Iran to confront the political realities of the time.
2.Analysis of the Three Approaches

2-1. Synthesis and Integration

Reflected in Tarikh-i Sistan, this approach serves as a strategy to bridge local collective memory
with global Islamic narratives. Through “symbolic re-centering,” the author elevates the
geography and myths of Sistan into the orbit of Islamic salvific history, placing events like the
descent of Adam or the landing of Noah’s Ark in this region on par with canonical Islamic
accounts. Furthermore, by framing mythical figures such as the Garshaspids as “monotheistic
Mazdayasnians,” the author attempts to strip the ancient heritage of any accusations of
polytheism, establishing it as an authentic foundation for indigenous Islamic identity. This
synthesis functions as a tool for peripheral identities to redefine their legitimacy in the face of
pressure from the Caliphate’s central authority.

2-2. lranism

Contrasting, or perhaps running parallel to the syncretic approach, a nationalist current in Seljuk
historiography placed a strong emphasis on the authenticity and splendor of the national
heritage. This approach, clearly visible in the History of Sistan, accepts Iranian myths not as
stories to be blended with Islam, but as the vital core of Iranian identity. The History of Sistan
presents an epic, nationalistic narrative, celebrating heroes and myths of Sistan (such as Ibrahim
ibn Adam and his descendants) as the founders and saviors of the land. Through this regional
historiography, the text strives to assert Sistan's distinct and proud identity against the
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gravitational pull of the central caliphate in Baghdad. In this perspective, Iranian myths were not
only compatible with Islam but were an integral part of the cultural essence that must be
preserved and venerated, even within an Islamic framework. This nationalism was a reflection
of the Iranian people's pride during the Seljuk era—a pride that would not allow their millennia-
old heritage to be overshadowed by Islamic civilization. It was a form of cultural resistance
against Arab-centric assimilation and an effort to preserve authenticity

2-3. Rationalism

Mujmal al-Tawarikh wa al-Qisas exemplifies the transition from unmediated mythical belief to
“critical historiography.” Utilizing the rationalist intellectual climate of the 6th century AH, the
author examines mythical narratives with a skeptical eye, openly labeling many of them as
“great impossibilities.” Relying on theological and historical reasoning, the author draws a clear
boundary between “transmitting a narrative” (as a piece of literary heritage) and “believing in its
truth” (as a religious or historical fact). This approach demystifies myth, relegating it to the
level of historical data and enabling the historian to analyze the Iranian past through a rational
distance, thus shaping it into a “documented, bureaucratic record”.

3. Conclusion

This study demonstrated that Iranian myths in Seljuk historiography were not merely
ornamental or marginal elements, but strategic mechanisms for preserving and reconstructing
“cultural memory” during a tumultuous era. A comparative examination of Tarikh-e Sistan,
Farsnameh, and Mojmal al-Tavarikh wa al-Qasas revealed that historians of this period,
depending on their geography, social origin, and relationship with centers of power, adopted
distinct approaches: a syncretic and sacralizing approach in Tarikh-e Sistan to establish local
identity, an lran-centered and political approach in Farsnameh to define the paradigm of regal
wisdom, and a rational-critical approach in Mojmal al-Tavarikh wa al-Qasas to demarcate myth
from historical documentation. Despite these methodological differences, in all three texts, myth
ascended from the level of ritual narrative to that of historical and cultural memory.
Consequently, the mythological heritage was not excluded; rather, it was redefined within the
prevailing historical-religious discourse, contributing to the cohesive reproduction of Iranian
identity. Thus, Seljuk historiography served as a field for negotiation between ancient heritage
and the Islamic worldview, through which historians, by transforming myth into a tool of
knowledge and politics, successfully safeguarded the continuity of Iranian identity against the
ruptures caused by political and religious shifts, while laying the foundations for the evolution
and endurance of this memory in subsequent eras.
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