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Article type: Throughout Islamic history, ghulat movements have inflicted significant harm upon
the Muslim community and, as a destructive intellectual phenomenon, have
generated deep divisions among Muslims. With the arrival of Muslim conquerors in
Iraq, ghulat movements emerged as early as the first century AH and, in subsequent
centuries, expanded rapidly in terms of number, diversity, and the complexity of
25 February 2026 thejr ghuluw-oriented components. These movements created serious challenges for
06 June 2026 the Shi‘T Imams (peace be upon them) as well as for the Umayyad and Abbasid
20 August 2026~ governments. The emergence and expansion of the ghulat represent one of the most
23 August 2026 complex phenomena in the early centuries of Islamic history. Although numerous
factors contributed to the rise and spread of ghulat movements, political factors
Keywords: played a particularly significant role in their development.The aim of this study is to
Ghuluw, analyze the political factors influencing ghulat movements within the historical
context of Shi‘ism. Employing a descriptive—analytical method and relying on
library-based research, this article seeks to answer the question of what role political
factors played in the emergence and expansion of Shi‘T ghulat movements. The
findings indicate that Umayyad and Abbasid repressive policies toward Shi‘ism, the
instrumentalization of the discourse of ghuluw by certain ‘Alid figures, the
exploitation of ghuluw-oriented ideas by the Abbasid government—especially
during its early period—and the utilization of ghulat groups by some Abbasid court
officials during periods of Abbasid political decline all provided favorable
conditions for the increased activity and expansion of ghulat movements.
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Introduction

Ghulat (extremist) movements represent one of the most intricate and multi-layered phenomena in the
intellectual history and political landscape of early Islam. Concurrently with the consolidation of Islamic
rule and the rapid transformations of the Caliphate, Irag—particularly the pivotal centers of Kufa, Baghdad,
and Basra—served as the primary matrix for the genesis and development of factions such as the Saba’iyya,
Kaysaniyya, Mughiriyya, Mansiriyya, Janahiyya, and Nusayriyya. Although classical and contemporary
scholarship has predominantly scrutinized the phenomenon of ghuluww through theological,
heresiographical, or interreligious frameworks, the role of power structures and political variables in the
genesis, orientation, and metamorphosis of these movements has seldom been systematically and
independently elucidated. The core problem of this study is to examine how, and to what extent, political
components—including Umayyad and Abbasid power dynamics and political events, coercive policies of
suppression and containment, and the broader mechanisms of power in Irag—fostered and amplified ghulat
doctrines. This article aims to critically re-evaluate the history of early ghuluww and explicate the functional
role of political factors in the emergence and trajectory of these currents, thereby shedding new light on the
nexus between epistemic developments and political conflicts in early Islam.

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a “descriptive-analytical” approach grounded in a “historical-critical” methodology.
The foundational method of this study is “comparative analysis and historical contextualization,” through
which the historical accounts concerning early Ghulat movements in Iraq are re-read and reformulated
within the socio-political context of the Umayyad and Abbasid eras. Data collection was conducted through
“documentary and library-based studies.” The primary textual corpus consists of classical heresiographical
sources (such as Nawbakhti’s Firaq al-Shi‘a and Qummi’s al-Maqalat wa al-Firaq), early prosopographical
and biographical dictionaries (particularly Rijal al-Kashsht), general histories (such as Tabar1’s Tarikh al-
Rusul wa al-Muliik), in addition to contemporary critical scholarship. The data analysis process employed
“qualitative content analysis” and “source criticism.” In this process, conflicting and biased reports
regarding the leaders, doctrines, and political affiliations of the Ghulat were first extracted; subsequently,
through the validation of chain of narrators (isnad), textual comparison, and the disentanglement of the
political-ideological motives of the reporters, a coherent and objective reconstruction of the role of political
variables in the emergence and evolution of these movements was achieved.

Results and Discussion
The findings of this research are analyzed and discussed across four primary axes:

1. Systematic Suppression of the Imams and the Creation of a Leadership Vacuum: The security policies of
the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates—characterized by the isolation, house arrest, and martyrdom of the
ShiT Imams (AS)—effectively prevented the overt guidance of the community. Opportunistically
capitalizing on this communication gap and leveraging the fervor of the masses, Ghulat leaders offered a
deviant response to the political demands of the Shi‘a by advancing false claims of vicegerency (niyaba),
messianism, and even divinity.

2. Tactical Overlap and the Instrumentalization of Ghuluww by Alid Activists: Contrary to the firm rejection
of ghuluww by the Imams (AS), certain Alid activists (such as the followers of ‘Abdallah b. Mu‘awiya or
al-Nafs al-Zakiyya) instrumentalized the mobilizing potential and emotional appeal of the Ghulat during
periods of crisis and severe suppression. This maneuver provided the Caliphal apparatus with an effective
pretext for delegitimizing and suppressing the Alid movement.
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3. The Instrumental Use of Ghuluww by the Abbasids during their Pre-Consolidation Phase: Prior to
establishing their rule, the Abbasids exploited the apocalyptic beliefs of the masses to overthrow the
Umayyads by promoting the ambiguous slogan of “al-Rida min Al Muhammad” (The Chosen One from the
Family of Muhammad) and relying on the ghulat legacy of the Hashimiyya sect. However, once in power,
they shifted their strategy and harshly suppressed their former ghulat allies, such as the Rawandiyya.

4. The Decline of Caliphal Authority and Economic Collusion between Court Officials and the Ghulat: With
the weakening of the Abbasid state structure from the third/ninth century onwards and the reduction of the
Caliph to a ceremonial figurehead, court officials (such as the Banti al-Furat) abandoned ideological
considerations. To misappropriate the substantial khums and donations of the Shi‘a, they entered into
clandestine, profit-driven financial alliances with Ghulat leaders, such as al-Shalmaghani.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that the emergence and evolution of Ghulat movements in the early Islamic
centuries were not merely the product of theological, economic, social, or cultural transformations, but were
profoundly shaped by critical political variables. The systematic suppression of the Imams (AS) created a
leadership vacuum that provided fertile ground for the infiltration of these movements. Moreover, the
instrumentalization of the Ghulat’s mobilizing potential by certain Alid actors during anti-regime uprisings
catalyzed their survival. Ultimately, the dualistic policy of the Abbasids—engaging with the Ghulat to seize
power—combined with the subsequent decline of central authority, which replaced ideological suppression
with profit-driven financial collusion between court officials and Ghulat leaders, transformed ghuluww from
a mere theological deviation into a political instrument within the shifting power dynamics of the Abbasid
era.
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-McClelland, J. S. (1996). A Hisotry of Western Political Thought. New York: Routledge.
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