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The hostile relations between the Alavids of Tabaristan and the Abbasid
Caliphate represent one of the most significant cases of political-religious
confrontation in Islamic history. Beyond military conflicts, this
confrontation reflected a deeper struggle over cultural and ideological
legitimacy. In this context, Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, which
emphasizes the role of cultural dominance in stabilizing political order,
provides an effective framework for analyzing this historical conflict. The
central question of this study is: How did the Alavids of Tabaristan resist
Abbasid hegemony, and to what extent were they able to construct an
alternative hegemony based on Shi‘i discourse?. The findings indicate that
the Alavids, by utilizing the teachings of Zaydi Shi‘ism and Mu‘tazili
rationalism, reforming religious practices, promoting anti-caliphate
symbols, redistributing economic resources, and attracting disaffected
groups, sought to challenge the Abbasid domination. While the geographic
conditions and structural weaknesses of the Caliphate facilitated the
limited expansion of this counter-hegemony, the Alavids' confined social
base in Tabaristan and their failure to form lasting alliances prevented its
broader spread. Nevertheless, their efforts left a lasting impact on the
formation of Shi‘i identity in northern Iran.
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Extended Abstract

This study, drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s
theory of cultural hegemony, examines the
historical confrontation between the Alids
of Tabaristan—the first independent Zaydi
government in northern Iran during the 9th
century CE (3rd century AH)—and the
Abbasid Caliphate. Its primary aim is to
analyze the mechanisms through which the
Alids resisted Abbasid domination and their
efforts to establish an alternative hegemony
grounded in Shi‘i discourse. The findings
reveal that this confrontation was not
merely a military conflict, but rather a
multilayered  struggle  encompassing
cultural, social, religious, and political
dimensions. The Alids sought to
delegitimize the Abbasid caliphate at
discursive, economic, and symbolic levels
by combining two of Gramsci’s strategiC
approaches: “war of position” (the gradual
erosion of cultural hegemony) and “war of
manoeuvre” (direct military confrontation).
Under the leadership of Hasan ibn Zayd
(from 250 AH), the Alids capitalized on the
rugged geography of Tabaristan and
Daylam, as well as ethnic and social
grievances against the Abbasid regime, to
establish an independent government. By
rejecting the legitimacy of the Abbasids—
depicting them as heirs to the Umayyads
and usurpers of the Ahl al-Bayt’s rights—
the Alids endeavored to forge a historic
coalition between discontented masses and
oppositional elites. Their aim was to
infiltrate the Abbasid civil society and build
a Shi‘i alternative identity rooted in justice
and religious legitimacy.

In the military realm, early encounters took
the form of a war of manoeuvre, such as the
defeat of al-Musta‘in’s forces in Hamadan
(250 AH). Over time, however, due to their
familiarity with mountainous terrain, the
Alids shifted toward a war of position.
Structural weaknesses in the Abbasid
state—such as political instability in
Samarra and internal Turkic revolts—
triggered a hegemonic crisis that benefited
the Alids. Nevertheless, defeats in regions

like Rayy (256 AH) highlighted that the
Alids’ cultural hegemony was
geographically limited and lacked the
capacity for broad expansion.

Politically, the Alids dispatched religious
missionaries (du‘at) to cities such as Rayy,
Kufa, and the Hijaz (Mecca and Medina) in
an attempt to institutionalize Shi‘i
discourse. A significant example of this was
the temporary occupation of Medina by
Muhammad ibn Ahmad in 256 AH, during
which the Friday sermon (khutbah) was
delivered in the name of Hasan ibn Zayd. In
response, the Abbasids sought to preserve
their authority by mobilizing Sunni-aligned
local rulers such as the Saffarids and
Samanids, and offering them economic
privileges. A letter from the Abbasid caliph
al-Mu‘tamid to ‘Amr ibn Layth al-Saffari,
in which Tabaristan is described as a “land
of unbelief (kufr),” reflects the Abbasid
regime’s use of ideological legitimation to
justify the suppression of the Alids.

In the cultural-religious domain, the Alids
attempted to construct an independent Shi‘i
identity through the redefinition of
symbols.  Their initiatives included:
modifying ritual practices (e.g., reciting
“bismillah” aloud, adding hayya ‘ala khayr
al-‘amal to the call to prayer), adopting
white banners in contrast to the Abbasids’
black, and using slogans such as “al-Rida
min Al Muhammad” (“the Chosen One
from the Family of Muhammad”). Titles
like “Da‘1 ila al-Haqq” (He who summons
to the Truth), employed by Alid leaders,
reinforced their claim to religious
legitimacy.

Additionally, the Alids engaged in cultural
institution-building. Their actions included
the reconstruction of the shrine of Imam
Husayn after its destruction by al-
Mutawakkil, the allocation of state funds
for the maintenance of the graves of the
Imams, and the promotion of Shi‘i
tendencies in regions like Rayy during the
rule of Ahmad ibn Hasan Mardani. Their
intellectual alignment with the Mu‘tazilites
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and emphasis on rational religious thought
also attracted segments of the disillusioned
elite.

In the socio-economic sphere, the Alids
implemented a land redistribution policy—
confiscating estates of pro-Abbasid elites
and transferring them to sadat (descendants
of the Prophet) and dehgans (local landed
gentry). This weakened the Abbasids’
economic hegemony and elevated the
Alids’ social position. However, this policy
provoked resistance from traditional elites.
The use of white flags was not solely
military; it also symbolized an effort to
revive pre-Islamic Iranian cultural identity
and bolster internal cohesion.

Despite achieving temporary successes, the
Alids failed to establish a comprehensive
alternative hegemony. Their geographical
confinement to Tabaristan and Daylam,
inability to penetrate major Sunni urban
centers like Baghdad, and fragile alliances
with transient forces such as Rafi‘ibn
Harthama or the Mu‘tazilites hindered the
consolidation of their rule. Moreover, the
reconquest of the Alid territories by the
Samanids and the empowerment of local
rivals filled the hegemonic vacuum left by
the weakening of the Abbasids.
Nonetheless, this historical experience
strongly affirms Gramsci’s theory: cultural
hegemony is a prerequisite for durable
political domination. The Abbasids’ failure

to generate consent and consensus among
local communities—such as the people of
Rayy—and their reliance on coercion,
ultimately undermined their authority.
Conversely, although the Alids enjoyed
religious legitimacy and popular support,
their inability to fully conquer the Abbasid
civil society prevented the establishment of
widespread rule.

Among the long-term consequences of this
confrontation, one can highlight:

The entrenchment of Shi‘ism in northern
Iran;

The transformation of symbols like the
white flag into heritage markers of
resistance;

The modeling of future Shi‘i movements,
such as the Buyid dynasty.
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