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Introduction

The uprising of Behafarid (746—749) is one of the earliest Iranian movements
during the transitional period from Umayyad to Abbasid rule. It emerged with the
aim of revitalizing Zoroastrianism in Khorasan, specifically in Zuzan, Khaf, and the
regions between Neyshabur and Herat. This movement arose under the influence of
temporal conditions (political chaos following the fall of the Umayyads, the uprising
of Abu Muslim, and pressures on Zoroastrians) and spatial characteristics (Khorasan
as a center of [ranian resistance and a crossroads of Zoroastrian culture and emerging
Islam). By combining Zoroastrian elements with Islamic teachings, Behafarid
presented a reformist creed aimed at preserving Iranian identity and resisting Arab
domination. This paper attempts to answer this question:

e How did the temporal and spatial conditions of the Umayyad—Abbasid
transitional period provide the context for the emergence and subsequent
suppression of Behafarid’s movement?

The hypothesis is that the movement’s emergence resulted from a synergy between
a temporary power vacuum and hope for change (temporal factor) and resistant
cultural-religious traditions and deep social dissatisfaction in Khorasan (spatial
factor). Its suppression, however, was the result of the reverse synergy: Abu
Muslim’s urgent need for unity among pro-Abbasid forces (temporal factor) in
Khorasan, where Abbasid military power was highly concentrated (spatial factor).
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This research contributes to understanding the interaction of time and place in the
rise and fall of socio-religious movements in post-Islamic Iran.

Method

This research is a historical-qualitative study conducted within the frameworks of
historical geography and the sociology of religious movements, with an emphasis on
time-space structures. The research population is the society of Greater Khorasan in
the 2nd century AH, spanning the period from Abu Muslim’s uprising to the
consolidation of Abbasid rule. The spatial scope encompasses eastern Khorasan,
from Zuzan and Khaf to Herat and Badghis. Data were collected through library-
based research, utilizing primary historical sources, including al-Tabari, al-Biruni,
Ibn al-Nadim, Gardizi, and Tha'alibi, alongside geographical-historical texts and
modern studies. Purposive sampling was employed, focusing on sources that directly
mention or describe Behafarid’s movement. Data analysis was conducted using a
descriptive-analytical method grounded in three theoretical frameworks: political
opportunity structure (temporal factor), ecological context of rebellion (spatial
factor), and timing of suppression. This approach interprets the emergence and
suppression of Behafarid’s movement as the result of the interaction between the
Umayyad—Abbasid transitional period (political turmoil, elite competition, power
vacuum) and the spatial characteristics of Khorasan (remoteness from the caliphal
center, cultural frontier, Zoroastrian traditions, and a memory of resistance).

Results

Behafarid, a Zoroastrian priest from Zuzan in Khorasan, emerged during a critical
period (129-131 AH), coinciding with the peak of Abbasid propaganda, the decline
of Umayyad authority, and the launch of Abu Muslim’s uprising. This power
vacuum, political instability, and widespread dissatisfaction among mawali,
peasants, and Zoroastrians created a favorable environment for reformist leaders.
Behafarid introduced a syncretic creed that blended Islamic elements, such as wine
prohibition, ritual ablutions, five daily prayers, and wealth capped at 400 dirhames,
with Zoroastrian beliefs, including sun worship, resurrection or reincarnation, and
public works. His message resonated strongly with peasants and lower-class
Zoroastrians who were burdened by Umayyad taxes and social discrimination.
Geographically, Greater Khorasan—particularly Khaf, Zaveh, Bust, Neyshabur, and
Badghis—provided a secure haven for independent movements due to its distance
from the Umayyad center, its diverse population (including Zoroastrians, Iranian
mawali, discontented Yemeni Arabs, and oppressed peasants), and its relative
military autonomy. The region also served as a cultural bridge between pre-Islamic
Iranian traditions and nascent Islam. However, the same temporal and spatial factors
contributed to Behafarid’s suppression. In building a broad anti-Umayyad coalition,
Abu Muslim needed to maintain unity with traditional Zoroastrian mobads, who
viewed Behafarid as a heretic corrupting their faith. To prevent fragmentation, Abu
Muslim ordered Behafarid’s arrest in the Badghis mountains and his execution in
Neyshabur (131 AH). This episode illustrates that during the transitional period, Abu
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Muslim’s priority was a united front against the Umayyads, and any movement
threatening this alliance, regardless of'its Iranian origins, was eliminated. Neyshabur,
as a key military and political center, symbolized the consolidation of Abbasid
power.

Discussion and Conclusion

Behafarid’s movement exemplifies the interaction of time and place in the rise and
fall of a socio-religious movement. The temporal factor—the Umayyad—Abbasid
transitional period, marked by a power vacuum and political chaos—created the
opportunity for its emergence. The spatial factor—Khorasan’s remoteness, cultural
diversity, flexible Zoroastrian traditions, and peasant socio-economic base—
provided the context for its spread. Its suppression resulted from the same factors in
reverse: Abu Muslim’s imperative for unity (time) and the concentration of Abbasid
military power in Khorasan (place). Abu Muslim’s alliance with Zoroastrian mobads
against Behafarid led, in the short term, to Abbasid consolidation and the elimination
of a movement rooted in Iran-Shahr ideology. However, long-term suppression did
not eradicate such movements; it contributed to later uprisings, such as those led by
Sunbadh, al-Muganna’, and Ustadhsis, which often invoked avenging Abu Muslim
and reviving the “old faith.” These subsequent movements illustrate how socio-
religious tensions spread from central Khorasan to peripheral regions, including Ray,
Qazvin, and Transoxiana. This study suggests that understanding socio-religious
movements in Islamic-Iranian history requires simultaneous attention to temporal
and spatial factors. Future comparative research on similar reformist movements in
North Africa or Central Asia is recommended.

Keywords: Behafarid, Khorasan, Time and Place, Religious Reformist
Movement, Abu Muslim Khorasani, Umayyad-Abbasid Period.
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