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The power-oriented inclinations of the Qizilbash prompted Shah Abbas | to establish a balance of
Avrticle type: power between them and other social groups. The continuation of this policy under Shah Safi, along
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with his efforts to reproduce it, led to the failure of Qizilbash attempts to restore their former political
influence. Considering the decisive role of these power relations in shaping the political trajectory of
the Qizilbash, this study seeks to answer the following question: Why did their efforts to regain power
during the reign of Shah Safi end unsuccessfully? The conceptual framework employed here is the
“logic of situation,” which requires reconstructing the historical context, examining the actors’
perceptions and available instruments, and assessing the outcomes of their actions. Based on this
approach, the Qizilbash displayed three types of responses to the reforms of Shah Abbas that had
weakened their political and military standing at the outset of Shah Safi’s rule. Some groups initially
sought to dominate the state while simultaneously competing with one another; their misreading of the
existing power relations, however, forced them into defensive stances and reluctant adaptation. Zeynal
Khan Shamlu adopted a temporary and authoritarian opportunism that ultimately resulted in his death.
Finally, another segment of the Qizilbash, despite undertaking ineffective actions, was compelled to
accommodate the new circumstances and accept the authority of the shah. The evidence suggests that
misinterpretation of the emerging power structure, ambiguous objectives, and limitations in their
instruments of agency contributed to the failure of these efforts.
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1. Introduction

With the emergence of the Safavid movement and its gradual expansion into Anatolia and
Syria, Turkic tribes in these regions joined the Safavid order. Demonstrating remarkable
military and organizational capabilities, they played a decisive role in the establishment of
the Safavid state. Known collectively as the Qizilbash, they were instrumental in
consolidating Safavid authority, countering external threats, and quelling internal
rebellions. Within a short period, they became the central pillar of Safavid political power.
In return for their service, the Qizilbash were granted important territories as ttyiil holdings
and were appointed to key military and administrative offices, functioning as principal
actors in political and military developments. Consequently, most scholars of Safavid
history recognize the Qizilbash as the most influential social force in the political dynamics
of the dynasty’s formative and consolidation period. However, the influential role of the
Qizilbash in the power structure and political decision making did not last long. Shortly
after the rise and stabilization of Safavid political authority, their growing ambitions led to
internal conflicts among themselves and with the shah. This situation reached its peak in
the political developments from the reign of Shah Ismail to the accession of Shah Abbas I.
It is evident that the continuation of such conditions was unacceptable to the Safavid rulers,
who thus sought to curtail Qizilbash power and limit their role in political affairs. This
objective was fully realized with the rise and consolidation of Shah Abbas I. Through a
series of effective measures, he succeeded in diminishing Qizilbash authority to the extent
that they no longer constituted the central pillar of the state, becoming instead a social group
whose influence did not surpass that of other actors within the Safavid power structure. The
strong authority and administrative control exercised by Shah Abbas prevented the
Qizilbash from taking any meaningful action to regain their former power during his reign.
Nevertheless, the death of Shah Abbas in 1038 AH and the accession of his inexperienced
successor, Shah Safi, provided the Qizilbash with an opportunity to attempt a restoration of
their lost political influence. They thus reemerged as significant players in Safavid political
affairs. Naturally, these attempts posed serious challenges to the Safavid state. Given the
importance of these efforts in reshaping and transforming political order after Shah Abbas,
this study seeks to reexamine the strategies and consequences of Qizilbash action and to
answer the question of why their attempts to recover their power during Shah Safi’s reign
ultimately failed .

2. Approach and Methodology

This study adopts Karl Popper’s methodological framework known as the “logic of the
situation.” According to this approach, the decisive factor in the emergence of social
phenomena is not social wholes such as institutions and organizations, but rather
individuals who possess agency within the social world. Popper’s outlook is thus
individualist, in contrast to holistic interpretations, yet remains distinct from psychologism.
To explain social phenomena, historical actors must be situated within their temporal and
spatial contexts, and their aims and motivations evaluated objectively in relation to the
conditions surrounding them. The first step, therefore, is to reconstruct the circumstances
that shaped their environment; then, by identifying the problems that arose from these
circumstances in the minds of historical agents, one may infer the goals and motivations
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that informed their actions. Popper emphasizes that collective phenomena must be
understood as the outcome of the actions, reactions, hopes, aims, and ideas of individuals,
as well as the traditions they themselves created.

Applying this methodological approach requires outlining the historical background and
power relations that produced Qizilbash discontent with the Safavid state, part of which
was sketched in the introduction. The next step is to reconstruct the active agency of the
Qizilbash during Shah Safi’s reign in light of their own interpretation of the historical
conditions they faced. Finally, the study examines the unintended consequences of their
actions by demonstrating the incompatibility between their perception of the political
situation and the actual configuration of power.

3. Discussion

Shah Abbas’s reforms in the Safavid power structure generated discontent among Qizilbash
leaders, yet his absolute authority and extensive control over state affairs prevented them
from making effective moves to regain their former influence. Upon his death, however,
the accession of the relatively inexperienced Shah Safi produced the impression among the
Qizilbash that a favorable opportunity had emerged for renewed political activism and the
restoration of their influence. Convinced by this assessment, they sought to play an active
role in the political affairs of Shah Safi’s reign and to reclaim their former position within
the state. Although they initially contemplated placing a child of the Safavid family on the
throne, they ultimately accepted Shah Safi’s rule on the assumption that his youth and
inexperience would render him politically malleable. The Qizilbash leadership, including
figures such as Zeynal Khan Shamlu, Taleb Khan Ardubadi, Oghurlu Khan, and Isa Khan
Sheykhavand, forged alliances and attempted to advance their political and economic
ambitions. Their active intervention in state affairs, however, produced outcomes that
diverged significantly from their initial expectations. One key factor overlooked by the
Qizilbash was Shah Safi’s determination to continue the centralizing policies of Shah
Abbas. Another was his firm support for the Caucasian military and social elements,
especially the Georgians, whose rising influence undermined Qizilbash efforts to expand
their political power. Additionally, the period of peace that followed the Treaty of Zuhab
in 1049 AH reduced the state’s reliance on Qizilbash warriors, further weakening their
position. Finally, internal rivalries among Qizilbash factions, which originated in their
earlier conflicts during the rise of the Safavid movement, also played a significant role in
the failure of their strategies

4. Conclusion

Overall, the reign of Shah Safi represents a confrontation between two competing logics of
power: the tribal logic of the Qizilbash and the state-centered logic of the Safavid
monarchy. Within the framework of the logic of the situation, Qizilbash failure must be
understood as the product of a fundamental mismatch between their rational assessment of
the situation and the transformed structure of political power. Although they pursued
coercive, defensive, and adaptive strategies in response to the new order, they were
ultimately unsuccessful in realizing their political aspirations. Their failure stemmed not
from individual weakness but from an inability to grasp the altered logic of authority. The
discrepancy between their perception of their historical position and the realities of Safavid
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power led to their political decline. In the end, they were compelled to shift from a tribal
rationality grounded in lineage loyalty to a rationality based on political survival and
obedience. This transition contributed significantly to the completion of Safavid state
formation. Thus, the reign of Shah Safi marks a turning point in the erosion of tribal logic
within Safavid political culture. The consequences included transformations in the
economic and social structure of the state, the decline of mamalik landholding in favor of
khassa domains, the increased influence of Caucasian elements in the political order, and
the further weakening of the legitimizing concept of the shah as the Perfect Guide
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