https://jhr.ui.ac.ir/?lang=en

Journal of Historical Researches
E-ISSN: 2476-3306
Document Type: Research Paper
Vol. 18, Issue 1, No.69, 2026
Received: 03/12/2025 Accepted: 16/03/2026

The Political and Religious Role and Influence of the Tabarra'iyan in Safavid Governance

Akbar Bayat
PhD Candidate, Department of History, Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch, Najafabad, Iran

akbar.bayat@gmail.com

Shokouhossadat Arabi Hashemi *
Assistant Professor, Department of History, Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch, Najafabad, Iran
Sh.arabi@phu.iaun.ac.ir

Feizollah Boushasb Gousheh
Associate Professor, Department of History, Islamic Azad University, Najafabad Branch, Najafabad, Iran
f.boushasb@yahoo.com

Abstract

Following the establishment of the Safavid Kingdom by Shah Ismail I, the utilization of the tabarra
(disavowal/imprecation) to create a religious distinction led to the formation of a group called the Tabarra’iyyan
(or Tabarra'is). Their duty was to express tabarra and punish those who disobeyed the practice. The behavior of
the Tabarra’iyyan during this period had religious and political impacts both inside and outside the borders of
Iran, which require examination. This study addresses this issue by focusing on the central question: What was
the political and religious role and impact of the Tabarra’iyyan in Safavid governance? This research answers
this question using a library-based (documentary) method. The findings show that in the early Safavid period,
the Tabarra’iyyan were a group serving the government, pursuing the project of religious conversion in Iran.
Their duties included expressing tabarra alongside the Safavid military forces, in religious and governmental
assemblies, and accompanying the ulema (scholars) and amirs (nobles). The actions of the Tabarra’iyyan in this
era gave a religious dimension to the political confrontations between the Safavids and the Uzbeks and
Ottomans, and increased persecution of Shias outside the Iranian realm. After a period of prohibition during the
reign of Ismail II, the Tabarra’iyyan gradually lost their governmental role and, due to the delegation of religious
affairs to the ulema, they were integrated into the Shia religious society.
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Introduction
The Tabarra’iyyan were a group active during the Safavid Kingdom, especially in its initial period of
establishment, whose duty was to express tabarra, and curse and insult the Sunni Caliphs. In fact, the
Tabarra’iyyan during this era were an ideological force that executed the Safavid policy of religious conversion
of Iranians by expressing tabarra.

In addition to the violence and bloodshed they caused inside the Safavid territory, the actions of the
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Tabarra’iyyan provoked the anger and enmity of Sunni governments in the West and East of Iran, giving a
religious appearance to their rivalry and wars with the Safavids. During this time, the cursing and imprecations
of the Tabarra’iyyan increased the takfiri (excommunication) fatwas against the Shia among Sunni scholars.
Consequently, the mass murder and looting of Shias intensified during the attacks of the Uzbeks in the East and
the Ottomans in the West of Iran.

Based on this, the aim of this research is to examine the political and religious role of the Tabarra’iyyan in
Safavid governance, addressing this research question: What was the political and religious role and impact of
the Tabarra’iyyan in Safavid governance? To answer this question, we collect and analyze information using the
library (documentary) method. In examining the research background, we only found the article "The
Tabarra’iyan and the Early Safavids" by Rosemary Stanfield-Johnson, which describes the Tabarra’iyyan and
their activities at the beginning of the Safavid period. However, it focuses less on their political and religious
role and impact, and only covers the early Safavid period. Aside from this article, we did not find any research
that directly examines the political and religious role of the Tabarra’iyyan in Safavid governance.

Materials and Methods

This research is of the fundamental research type, which uses a descriptive-interpretive method to analyze and
interpret historical information. This research relies on historical sources of Safavid proponents for data
collection, with historical books written during the Safavid era holding priority. Khulasat al-Tawarikh, Ahsan al-
Tawarikh, and Rawdat al-Safawiyya are among the most important of these sources.

Research Findings

Based on the findings of this research, the Tabarra’iyyan were a popular and Sufi-leaning group serving the
Safavid Kingdom. During the reign of Shah Tahmasp, the Tabarra’iyyan transformed into an organized group
and a powerful institution within the court and Safavid society, receiving special attention from the Shah. They
had specific duties and were allocated salaries and stipends by the King. The actions of the Tabarra’iyyan,
alongside other actions such as the killing of Sunnis and the destruction of the tombs of Sunni scholars,
intensified the enmity of the Uzbeks and Ottomans toward the Safavids and gave a religious color to their
political rivalry. In the religious dimension, the behaviors of the Tabarra’iyyan also highlighted the fatwas of
takfir (excommunication) against the Shia during this period.

From the middle to the end of the Safavid reign, due to the prominence of the role of Shia ulema in holding
religious rituals and in relations with the Ottomans and peace treaties with them, the Tabarra’iyyan, as a
governmental movement, suffered a decline. Nevertheless, during this period, the culture of fabarra and the Shia
rituals that the Tabarra’iyyan played a role in shaping continued in the form of religious ceremonies and ta'ziyeh
(passion plays), but under the supervision of the ulema and not in the form of the street activities of the
Tabarra’iyyan.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

During the establishment period of the Safavid government, the Tabarra’iyyan were their executive and
propaganda arm for implementing the policy of religious conversion in Iran. Some of their actions during this
period did not comply with religious and jurisprudential principles. The compulsion of Sunni scholars to perform
tabarra and their execution were primarily based on the spirit and motivations of Shah Ismail Safavi, who
sought to establish dominance over the Iranian realm and achieve its political and religious unification.

The actions of the Tabarra’iyyan during this era intensified religious enmities. The Uzbeks and Ottomans
justified war against the Iranians and the Safavids by citing these behaviors and obtaining fakfir fatwas against
the Shia from some Sunni scholars.

As this period passed, the Safavid government gained more stability and rationality, and religious scholars
gained more influence in the religious affairs of the Safavid government. This led to the Safavids moving away
from violent acts concerning tabarra. During the brief reign of Shah Ismail II, the Tabarra’iyyan faced a
prohibition of activity and restriction, which was lifted after his death. However, the influence of Shia ulema in
the Safavid court, the delegation of religious programs to them, and the diplomatic relations between the
Safavids and the Ottomans—including the commitment to refrain from fabarra in their peace treaties—Iled the
Tabarra’iyyan to be removed from the special group under the government. They gradually integrated into the
Shia religious society and lost their political prominence.
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