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The Battle of Siffin is one of the most significant politico-military events in
the history of early Islam, and is regarded as a reflection of the deep conflicts
over the legitimacy of the caliphate and the transmission of power after the
Prophet of Islam (PBUH). Drawing upon library-based sources, historical
reports, and a descriptive-analytical method within a genealogical model,
this article undertakes a historical re-reading of the event and interprets it as
the arena of confrontation between two fundamental discourses: the
discourse of tribalism, which reflected the continuity of Jahili (pre-Islamic)
social structures within the nascent Islamic order, and the ‘Alaw1 discourse,
which, grounded in revelatory teachings and justice-based principles, sought
to found a novel model of just caliphate. The findings of the study
demonstrate that the Battle of Siffin was not merely a political struggle over
power, but rather a turning point in the history of the evolution of Islamic
political thought, in which the rupture from—or the continuity of—pre-
Islamic traditions, on the one hand, and the endeavor to realize religious
justice, on the other, stood in opposition to one another. Accordingly, as the
justice-centered discourse of ‘Al (‘a) was challenged and the community
distanced itself from monotheistic (tawhidi) values, tribal logic was
reproduced and consolidated under a religious guise in the Battle of Siffin.
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Introduction

The significance of the Battle of Siffin lies not merely in its military or jurisprudential dimensions. At its core, it
embodied a longstanding historical conflict between two opposing discourses concerning power, legitimacy, justice,
and social identity. On the one hand stood the discourse of tribalism, which was rooted in the social structure of the
Jahiliyya and, following the death of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), was reproduced—particularly in al-Sham under
the leadership of Mu‘awiya—in a religious and pseudo-caliphal form. On the other hand, stood the ‘Alavid justice-
oriented discourse, which, inspired by Qur’anic teachings, tawhid, and the Prophetic sunna, sought to establish a new
order founded on haqq, gist, and human dignity. In this order, political legitimacy was not based on tribal affiliation
or its related components, such as lineage and ‘asabiyya, but derived instead from divine criteria and social justice.
Adopting a genealogical approach, this article examines the Battle of Siffin not merely as a military event, but as the
historical point of intersection between two competing intellectual and social traditions. In accordance with the
objective of the study, its principal question is formulated as follows: In the historical genealogy of the Battle of Siffin,
which discursive and structural elements represented the confrontation between the discourse of tribalism and the
‘Alavid justice-oriented discourse, and what impact did this confrontation have on the transformation of the social and
political order?

Materials and Methods

The present study is descriptive-analytical in nature and adopts an inferential approach. Accordingly, the data required
for the theoretical framework and the presentation of the findings were collected through library research, including
books, scholarly articles, historical documents, and internet-based sources. The collected data were subsequently
examined through analytical and inferential procedures.

Importantly, the study focuses on historical data and sources dating from the early Islamic centuries. It also analyzes
the historical and discursive contexts of the Battle of Siffin and examines the confrontation between tribal tradition
and ‘Alavid justice in order to trace the development of the concepts of power, justice, and legitimacy within the
context of this battle

Results and Discussion

The Tribal Phenomenon in the Battle of Siffin

In the Battle of Siffin, the tribal element was associated with the politicized tribal structure of al-Sham, particularly
through the institutionalization of hereditary governorship and judicial authority within the Umayyad family. In
response to the prevailing circumstances, Imam ‘Al (AS) mobilized the tribes by relying on their moral and religious
capacities and by strengthening and substituting “faith-based loyalty” for “lincage-based ‘asabiyya.” From an
ontological perspective, the tribe, in Imam ‘Ali’s conception, was not an inherently evil structure; rather, it was
regarded as a social order possessing the potential for both deviation and reform. By contrast, in Mu'awiya’s
conception, the tribe functioned as an instrument of domination and the acquisition of political power (al-Baladhuri,
1417 AH, vol. 2, p. 395; al-Tabar, 1387 SH, vol. 5, p. 360).

At the epistemological level, Imam “Ali’s discourse sought to reconstruct the understanding of power and legitimacy.
In this regard, it replaced tribal components such as lineage and obedience to the tribal chief with the principle of haqq
and obedience to divine standards. This discursive epistemology opposed the perpetuation of traditional authority.
Accordingly, the Battle of Siffin was not merely a struggle for power; it was also a manifestation of the rupture between
the tribal discourse and Imam Ali’s religious and justice-oriented discourse.

The composition of Imam ‘Alr’s army in the Battle of Siffin reflected his social, ethnic, and political base. The Shi‘a
and the Ansar constituted its ideological core; however, the presence of tribes with diverse motivations created
challenges in the sphere of command and leadership. Among the principal figures were the Shi‘a of Kiifa, including
Malik al-Ashtar al-Nakha T of the Madhhij tribe (Ibn Sa‘d, 1410 AH, vol. 6, p. 217; Khalifa b. Khayyat, 1414 AH, p.
249), Muhammad b. Abi Bakr, and ‘Ad1 b. Hatim, who formed the principal foundation of the army (al-Tabart, 1387
SH, vol. 4, p. 562; Ibn Kathir al-Dimashqi, 1418 AH, vol. 7, p. 1961). In accordance with this tribal structure, the
military formations were organized according to tribal affiliations and designated by tribal names (al-Tabari, 1387 SH,
vol. 5, p. 331). The institution of tribal chieftainship, as a tribal element within the army, served as a source of cohesion
and stability; the death of a prominent tribal leader could consequently produce divisions and disintegration among his
followers (al-Mas‘tdi, 1411 AH, vol. 2, p. 60).

The Social and Historical Roots of the Discourse of Tribalism in the Battle of Siffin
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The roots of tribalism at Siffin can be traced, in part, to the structure of early Islamic society, in which pre-Islamic
traditions continued to persist even after the advent of Islam. Another contributing factor was the Islamic conquests
during the reign of the second caliph, which created the conditions for the migration of Arabs to Irag and al-Sham and
transformed the ethnic composition of these regions (al-Tabari, 1387 SH, vol. 3, pp. 360-362).

The distribution of certain tribes—such as the Azd—between al-Sham and Iraq created the conditions for tribal
separation and fragmentation and ultimately shaped subsequent political actions. Conversely, the preferential treatment
accorded by earlier governing regimes to the Mudar tribes, together with the provision of gifts and various privileges
to them, generated resentment among rival tribes (al-Ya'qubi, n.d., vol. 2, pp. 165-166).

By constructing a narrative around the murder of the previous caliph, ‘Uthman, presenting himself as his protector and
avenger, and invoking the traditional practice of blood vengeance, Mu‘awiya sought to reshape public knowledge and
opinion (Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, 1411 AH, vol. 3, pp. 357-358). He also attempted to win the support of tribal leaders,
including Shurahbil b. al-Simt al-Kind, in order to influence public perceptions and redirect public opinion in his own
favor. By adhering to this discourse and combining it with religious symbols, Mu‘awiya succeeded in unifying the
army of al-Sham.

Conclusion

With the emergence of Islam, the Shari‘a sought to reform this unequal and, at times, conflict-ridden system by
providing ethical and faith-based alternatives to lineage-based ‘asabiyya. Imam ‘Ali (AS) mobilized the tribes by
drawing upon their moral and religious capacities and by strengthening and substituting “faith-based loyalty” for
“lineage-based ‘asabiyya.” Accordingly, he sought to replace tribal solidarity with faith-based loyalty and commitment
to haqq.

From Imam °‘Al1’s ontological perspective, the tribe was not regarded as a structure possessing an inherently evil
essence. Rather, it was understood as a social order that was simultaneously susceptible to deviation and capable of
reform. By contrast, in Mu‘awiya’s view, the tribe had become an instrument of domination and a means for the
realization of political power. By exploiting ancient forms of ‘asabiyya and traditional power relations, he worked to
reproduce aristocratic authority, particularly that of the Quraysh.

At the epistemological level, Imam ‘Al1’s discourse likewise sought to reconstruct the understanding of power and
legitimacy. Instead of emphasizing tribal components such as lineage, Qurayshi identity, and unquestioning obedience
to tribal leaders, it stressed haqq and obedience to divine standards. Although Imam ‘Ali’s discourse sought to redefine
political legitimacy on the basis of non-tribal principles, the deeply rooted tribal structure and the social power of clan
networks within the Iragi and Syrian armies constituted a major obstacle to the full establishment of this discourse.
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