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ABSTRACT

The Kia’i rule in Gilan between the Ath and ) +th centuries AH is one of the local Iranian
examples of the close connection between jurisprudential authority and political power. This
government, which was initially founded on the teachings of Zaydism, derived its legitimacy
from the endorsement of Zaydi jurists, who played a decisive role in matters such as the
imamate, the oath of allegiance, the collection of religious dues, and political decision-making.
In this system, Zaydi jurisprudence provided not only the religious foundation but also the
structure of political legitimacy. With the shift of the Kia’i state’s official sect to Imami Shi‘ism
during the reign of Khan Ahmad I (3YY AH), the relationship between jurists and rulers
changed, and Imami jurisprudence replaced its Zaydi counterpart. To preserve their position,
Zaydi jurists emphasized doctrinal commonalities and attempted—through mediation with
Imami jurists—to maintain their influence within the new political order. This study,
employing a historical approach and a critical review of local Gilan sources, examines the
evolution of relations between Zaydi jurists and the Kia’i rulers. It demonstrates that the
interaction was rooted in the need to preserve the religious and political legitimacy of the Kia’i
government; for as long as Zaydism prevailed in Gilan, the endorsement and cooperation of
the jurists were essential for the continuity of the Kia’i rulers’ authority and acceptance. The
present research is based on library data collection, and the analysis draws on extracting
historical narratives, comparing reports, and reconstructing the political-legitimacy model of
the Kia’i period.
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Extended Abstract

Relations Between Zaydi Shi‘i Jurists and the Kia’i Rulers of Gilan

The present article offers a comprehensive examination of the relations between Zaydi jurists and the Kia‘i rulers of Gilan
from the Ath to the ) * th centuries AH—a period during which Zaydism played a central role in shaping political authority in
eastern Gilan, but later underwent transformation due to changing religious conditions and the intervention of the Safavid
state. This study seeks to show how the structure of legitimacy within the Kia‘i polity was initially grounded entirely in Zaydi
jurisprudence, but during the reigns of Khan Ahmad I and later Khan Ahmad II, this foundation was altered and gradually
replaced by Imami Shi‘ism.

According to historical accounts, the Kia‘is based the core of their authority on Zaydi doctrinal and jurisprudential
principles. This was rooted in the Zaydi conception of the imamate, which—unlike Twelver Shi‘ism—does not depend on a
specific textual designation (nass) but on qualifications such as descent from Fatima, bravery, learning, justice, and readiness
to rise with the sword (qiyam bi’l-sayf). The Kia‘i sayyids, relying on their ‘Alid lineage and their conformity to the qualities
expected of a Zaydi imam, consolidated their political legitimacy.

Zaydi jurists held two fundamental roles within the Kia‘i power structure: first, legitimizing and supervising the conduct
of the ruler; and second, adjudicating social disputes. The fusion of jurisprudence and governance in this era represents one
of the most complete instances of the intertwining of religious institutions and local government in Iranian history.

During the consolidation of this regime, jurists played not only religious but also active political roles. They intervened
in conflicts among local rulers, mediated disputes, directed uprisings, and even determined the limits of princely authority.

In the early ) *th century AH, a gradual process began that led to the transformation of the state’s official sect from
Zaydism to Imami Shi‘ism. This change was not merely the result of internal developments but was decisively shaped by
external pressures—especially the rise of the Safavids and their establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism as the state religion.
Situated adjacent to Safavid territory, the Kia‘is realized that insistence on Zaydism could lead to confrontation with the new
power. Thus, to preserve their autonomy, they distanced themselves from sectarian conflict and moved closer to Imami
Shi‘ism.

The earliest signs of this shift appear during the reign of Khan Ahmad I. Although he continued certain Zaydi practices—
such as reverence for the tombs of the Zaydi imams—his journey to the court of Shah Isma‘il, participation in the Tarom
campaign, and evidence found in the Sthan waqf document all indicate a gradual acceptance of Imami Shi‘ism.

Nevertheless, the religious transition in Gilan did not occur abruptly, and Zaydis retained a degree of religious freedom
for some time. Local historians such as Lahiji note that into the mid-) * th century AH, Zaydi shrines—including those of al-
Mu’ayyad bi’llah and Sahib Murshid—continued to be respected.

In the second half of the ) + th century AH, with the rise of Khan Ahmad I, the influence of Imami Shi‘ism became firmly
established in both the court and society of Gilan. He maintained close ties with Imami scholars, praised them in his letters
with titles such as “Lamps of Knowledge,” “Seal of the Mujtahids,” and “Lights of Guidance,” and employed them in the
administration of religious affairs. During this period, the offices of judiciary, endowments, and religious policy were largely

controlled by Imamis.

Khan Ahmad II expressed strong and explicit criticism of Zaydism in numerous letters. He described the anti-Imami
legal opinions of Zaydi jurists—such as Mulla Sulayman—as misleading and divisive.

This era marks the beginning of the final decline of Zaydism in Gilan. Political pressure, loss of social base, and the
dominance of Imami jurisprudence gradually forced Zaydis either to leave the region or join Twelver Shi‘ism.

The research demonstrates that the Kia‘i government constitutes a significant example of the interplay between religion
and local power in Iranian history. In its early phase, Zaydi jurisprudence served as the foundational and legitimizing force,

with jurists working alongside rulers to consolidate authority, administer public affairs, arbitrate disputes, and even lead
military action. However, with the rise of the Safavids and the expansion of Imami Shi‘ism, this structure was transformed,
and Zaydism gradually lost its place.

The Kia‘is’ religious transformation was not merely doctrinal but a political necessity for the survival of their rule. By
aligning themselves with the Safavids and adopting Imami Shi‘ism, Khan Ahmad I and II sought to protect the Kia‘i polity
from overthrow. Although this shift created tensions between the two religious communities, it ultimately led to the
marginalization and elimination of Zaydism from the political structure of Gilan.
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