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“Those Heretics Gathering Secretly . . .”: 
Qizilbash Rituals and Practices in the Ottoman 
Empire according to Early Modern Sources

Ayşe Baltacıoğlu-Brammer 

AbstrAct: The sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth centuries was a period 
when the Safavid Empire, following its consolidation of power in Iran, infiltrated 
Anatolia and Iraq with a meticulous propaganda machine; while the Ottoman Empire 
completed its control in the very same region. As the number of Ottoman support-
ers of the Safavid religio-political movement increased and constituted the majority 
of the populations in these regions, Istanbul’s initial policy of caution and alertness 
vis-à-vis its Qizilbash population gave way to a policy of constant surveillance. In 
its efforts, first to stop and then to reverse pro-safavid efforts, the Ottoman capital 
deemed Qizilbash gatherings, rituals, and ceremonies within its borders as potential 
places where Ottoman subjects forged alternative identities under the influence of 
Safavid disciples, or halifes, eventually tying their loyalties to the Safavid shah, the 
spiritual protector of the Qizilbash. On the other hand, these rituals and gatherings, 
due to their secretive nature, were used to imagine, define, create, and circulate a 
metanarrative by various Ottoman religious and political authorities, in which they 
positioned themselves as the guardians of the “true faith” (i.e., Sunnism) against the 
wide-spread “heresy” (i.e., Shi‘ism). This article, in this regard, examines early mod-
ern Qizilbash rituals and ceremonies within the context of the Ottoman central author-
ity’s efforts to establish its geo-political and religious authority vis-à-vis its Qizilbash 
subjects, as well as its major rival to the east, the Safavids, by analyzing the corpus of 
early modern Ottoman and Safavid texts, including imperial documents, fetvas, court 
chronicles, and polemical literature. 

Introduction
An Ottoman imperial order from 1579 asked the bey of Kangırı (modern day 
Çankırı in central Anatolia) to verify whether or not the population of the 
region—“men and women together”—have been gathering secretly, “playing 
ceşte (a stringed instrument), dancing, and becoming heretic (rafizi)” in var-
ious villages. Istanbul, in the same order, also asked the local government to 
investigate the nature of these clandestine gatherings, as well as their con-
nections with Yukarı Canib (i.e., Safavid Iran), and to inform the capital in a 
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timely manner.1 This request was not uncommon across the Ottoman Empire 
during the early modern era, as similar orders were regularly sent, specifi-
cally to areas with considerable Qizilbash populations. Their number was sig-
nificantly high throughout the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth 
centuries, the period when the Safavid Empire, following its consolidation 
of power in modern day Iran, infiltrated Anatolia and Iraq with a meticulous 
propaganda machine, while the Ottoman Empire completed its domination in 
the very same region.2 

As the Safavids’ gradual crystallization from a mystical order into a polit-
ical movement reached completion, a complex network of social, political, 
and economic interactions between the Safavids and their followers from 
non-safavid territories, mainly Ottoman, emerged, ultimately developing into 
a long-term political and religious connection in the region. With this as the 
backdrop, maintaining the close contact with the Shi‘ite/Qizilbash subjects 
of the neighboring political entities became a mission that the Safavid court 
ardently embraced, because according to Shah Tahmasb I (r. 1524–76), “the 
honor of the Shi‘ites” was “the honor of the shah” (namus-u Shi‘iyan namus-u 
shah ast).3 Accordingly, Istanbul’s initial policy of caution and alertness vis-
à-vis its Qizilbash population gave way to a policy of surveillance. In its 

1. Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives in Istanbul (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivleri, hereaf-
ter BOA), Imperial Registers of Outgoing Orders (Mühimme Defterleri, hereafter MD), vol. 36, 
no. 184, 17 Zilkade 986 (15 Jan. 1579).

2. The chronological scope of this article covers the sixteenth and the first half of the 
seventeenth centuries, even though the Safavid Empire did not come to an end until the 1720s. 
This is a deliberate choice as the nature of Shi‘ism and its relationship vis-à-vis the Qizilbash 
population (both Safavid and non-safavid) gradually and significantly changed in the second 
half of the seventeenth century. Qizilbash tribal leaders at the Safavid court suffered a gradual 
decline in their political relevance particularly under the reign of Shah Abbas (r. 1588–1629). 
This was the result of the gradual incorporation of Georgian and Circassian ghulams, or slave 
soldiers, along with Persian bureaucrats, into the Safavid military-administrative hierarchy on 
one hand and the court’s shift toward a purist version of Imamism on the other. The ensuing was 
not only the weakened influence of Qizilbash emirs in the Safavid Empire, but also a decrease in 
conversion to Qizilbash Islam in the Ottoman realm. In other words, as the Safavid Empire sta-
bilized under Shah Abbas and the Safavid understanding of Shi‘ism shifted, Ottoman Qizilbash 
elements ceased to play a significant role as a buffer between the two empires and consequently 
the Safavid efforts in Anatolia and Iraq decreased considerably. For a detailed discussion on 
the transformation of the Safavid religious and administrative/political landscape, see Rula 
abisaab, Converting Persia: Religion and Power in the Safavid Empire (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2004); Kathryn Babayan, “The Safavid Synthesis: From Qizilbash Islam to Imamite Shi‘ism,” 
Iranian Studies 27 (1994): 135–61; Rasul Jafarian, Tarikh-e Tashayyu’ dar Iran: Az Aghaz ta 
Tulug-e Davlet-i Safavi (Tehran: Ilm, 1393/2015). 

3. iraf afhsar, ed., Alam-ara-yi Shah Tahmasb: Zindigani-dastani-yi-dowwomin pad-
shah-i dovra-i Safavi (tehran: inthisharat-i Donya-ye Ketab, 1370/1970), 46.
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endeavors, first to stop and then to reverse pro-safavid efforts, the Ottoman 
capital deemed Qizilbash gatherings, rituals, and ceremonies within its borders 
as potential places where Ottoman subjects forged alternative religious and 
political identities under the influence of Safavid agents, or halifes, eventually 
tying their loyalties to the Safavid shah, the spiritual protector of the both Safa-
vid and non-safavid Qizilbash. Furthermore, Qizilbash rituals, performances, 
and gatherings, mainly due to their secretive nature, were used to imagine, 
define, create, and circulate a metanarrative by Ottoman religious and political 
authorities, in which they positioned themselves as the guardians of the “true 
faith” (i.e., Sunnism) against the wide-spread “heresy” (i.e., Shi‘ism or Qizil-
bash Islam to be more specific).

While gross generalizations and baseless accusations generated and per-
petuated by Ottoman officials and polemicists dominated the narrative, Safa-
vids did use these gatherings as a tool to construct and disseminate certain 
ways of Shi‘ite (and to some extent Safavid) historical consciousness which 
were closely tied to the shahs as not only the “representatives of the Imams,” 
but also the protectors and rulers of the Shi‘ites. Ultimately, through active 
memorialization, ritualization, and recitation, Qizilbash gatherings became on 
one hand places where many were “guaranteed salvation,” and, on the other, 
where the “Qizilbash heresy” grew stronger.

Particularly, following an increase in pro-safavid efforts, primarily after 
the second quarter of the sixteenth century, the belief that confessional unifor-
mity was essential for regional and political unity became more pronounced at 
the Ottoman court. While Marcus Dressler calls these imperial attempts at con-
fessional polarization a way of “inventing orthodoxy,”4 Tijana Kristić cogently 
argues that the Ottoman central authority’s efforts at confession-building in 
fact aimed “higher” than simply discovering a confessional identity for its 
subjects, because a “tendency to sacralize authority exercised by the ruler” 
was also a way of maintaining social discipline.5 In this process, the Ottoman 
state increasingly identified itself as a Sunni power, not only in the highest 
political and scholarly circles, but also among rural populations, who were 
inculcated with an unprecedented number of new mosques and medreses 
(religious schools) whereby a new generation, who viewed its environment 
through the prism of sectarianization, emerged.6 Accordingly, Ottoman society 

4. Marcus Dressler, “Inventing Orthodoxy: Competing Claims for Authority and 
Legitimacy in the Ottoman-safavid Conflict,” in Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric 
of State Power, ed. Hakan T. Karateke and Maurus Reinkowski (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 141. 

5. Tijana Kristić, Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change in the 
Early Modern Ottoman Empire (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 14.

6. Derin Terzioğlu, however, argues that Ottoman Sunnitization was a “continuation 
of pre-existing trends” with multifaceted causes rather than “simply a politically minded 
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began to witness an increase in the numbers of “heresy trials,” which were 
followed by the promulgation of a new criminal code that redefined and reg-
ulated the boundaries of religious and public morality by imposing new fines 
for “crimes” such as irregular attendance at Friday sermons.7 Furthermore, 
as Hüseyin Yılmaz painstakingly demonstrates, there was a sharp increase in 
the numbers of Ottoman polemical and non-polemical accounts written during 
and/or right after Istanbul’s military engagements with the Safavids, which 
depicted the Ottoman dynasty as the one chosen by God and named Selim I8 
as a renewer of faith (mujaddid).9 This article, thus, affirms the profound cor-
relation between imperial politics and confession building via examining early 
modern Qizilbash rituals and ceremonies within the context of the Ottoman 
central authority’s efforts to establish its geo-political and religious authority 
vis-à-vis its Qizilbash and non-Qizilbash subjects, as well as its major rival to 
the east, the safavids.10

The following pages are structured into two main sections. While the first 
section analyzes Safavid propaganda with its initiation, legitimation, methods, 
and main actors in the Ottoman realm, the second section is devoted to exam-
ining various Ottoman approaches taken against pro-safavid/Qizilbash actors 
and more importantly, for the purpose of this article, specific actions, most of 
which took place within the confines of sacred rituals, performances, ceremo-
nies, and gatherings.

response to the rise of the Safavids.” See Derin Terzioğlu, “How to Conceptualize Ottoman 
Sunnitization: A Historiographical Discussion,” Turcica 44 (2012–13): 305. While I agree with 
the general premise of Terzioğlu’s statement (arguing otherwise would be nothing but an essen-
tialist approach towards the complexity of early modern religiosities), I also firmly believe that 
trans-imperial policies simultaneously established by the Ottoman and Safavid courts played an 
undeniable role in redefining and reaffirming sectarian identities both at the state and individual/
communal levels.

7. uriel heyd, Studies in Old Ottoman Criminal Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 
24–32, 93–131.

8. Identifying and promoting Selim I as a mujaddid was a deliberate action considering the 
fact that he radically changed the nature of the relationship between the Ottoman and Safavid 
courts with implementing extremely harsh policies against the Ottoman Qizilbash in Anatolia 
and launching the first major military conflict (Battle of Chaldiran) against the Safavids shortly 
after coming to power.

9. Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018), 218–28.

10. Examining Qizilbash/Alevi rituals in their entirety is beyond the scope of this arti-
cle. For successful studies on this topic, see A. H. Morton, “The Chub-i Tariq and Qizilbash 
Ritual in Safavid Persia,” in Etudes Safavides, ed. Jean calmard (Paris-teheran: institut français 
de recherche en Iran, 1993), 225–45; Hüseyin Dedekargınoğlu, Dede Garkın Süreğinde Cem 
(Ankara: Yurt Yayınları, 2012); Rıza Yıldırım, Geleneksel Alevilik: İnanç, İbadet, Kurumlar, 
Toplumsal Yapı, Kollektif Bellek (Ankara: İletişim Yayınları, 2018).
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pro-Safavid Propaganda through Rituals and Performances 
By the early sixteenth century, the Muslim world was partitioned among five 
major regional powers: the Ottomans in Anatolia and the Balkans; the Mamluks 
in Egypt, Syria, and the Hijaz; the Uzbeks in Transoxiana; the Mughals in the 
Indian subcontinent; and the recently formed Safavids in Iran. Shah Ismail’s 
entry into this political arena was officially marked when he stood in front of 
the minber, or pulpit, in Tabriz, holding the unsheathed sword of the Lord of the 
Age (i.e., the Twelfth Imam), in 1501 to declare Shi‘ism the state religion of his 
domains.11 However, the Safavid shah was well aware of the difficulty of creat-
ing a strong and loyal base to develop his religious ideology and state. Although 
Ismail inherited a powerful network of Anatolian followers from his ancestors, 
his base in Iran was still relatively weak as the Safavid family was not really 
popular among non-Qizilbash residents of greater Iran.12 Furthermore, most of 
his sympathizers were located in Anatolia, where the Ottomans were gradually 
strengthening their political authority. In response, Ismail enhanced the connec-
tions that his grandfather, Junayd (d. 1460), and father, Haydar (d. 1488), had 
established with the Anatolian Turcoman (and in many cases Kurdish) tribes 
by developing a multi-faceted propaganda structure with officially approved 
religious and political authorities, including tribal leaders and local notables in 
the region.13 As a newly established dynasty sharing striking similarities with 
its neighbors (ethnically Turkic with an Arabophone religious structure), the 
Safavids used these efforts to legitimize their newly acquired position in Iran 
and Anatolia by encouraging and facilitating conversion to Qizilbash/Shi‘ite 
Islam, and thus inculcating Safavid sympathy and subject-hood.

While some historians argue that Safavid efforts to spread Shi‘ite/Qizil-
bash Islam into larger territories, including Anatolia, failed,14 they in fact cul-
minated in increasing numbers of conversions and migrations to Safavid Iran 

11. Sir Denison E. Ross, “The Early Years of Shah Ismail, Founder of the Safavid Dynasty,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (April 1896): 249–340. 

12. Mirza Beg Junabadi, an early seventeenth-century Safavid chronicler, stated that “by 
the time I started writing this book [the 1610s], there was no sign of those bid‘at [wrongful inno-
vations] and deviation [i.e., Sunni Islam] in Iran.” Mirza Beg ibn el-hasan Junabadi, Ravzetu’s- 
Safaviyya, ed. Mahmud Afshar Yazdee (Tehran: Gulam Reza Tabatabaî Mecd, 1378/2000), 24.

13. For a detailed study on the early leaders and the institutionalization of the Safaviyya 
order, see Ayşe Baltacıoğlu-Brammer, “The Emergence of the Safavids as a Mystical Order 
and Their Subsequent Rise to Power in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries,” in The Safavid 
World, ed. Rudi Matthee (London: Routledge, forthcoming 2019). 

14. Michael M. Mazzaoui, “The Religious Policy of Safavid Shah Isma‘il II,” in Intellectual 
Studies on Islam: Essays Written in Honor of Martin B. Dickson, Professor of Persian Studies, 
Princeton University, ed. Michel M. Mazzaoui and Vera B. Moreen (Salt Lake City: University 
of Utah Press, 1990), 50–51.
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beginning in the second half of the fifteenth century and continuing up until the 
mid-seventeenth century. According to an anonymous Italian merchant from 
the 1510s who traveled in Safavid Iran, “. . . men were continually flocking to 
his [the shah’s] side from all parts of the country, but especially from Natolia 
[Anatolia], Turkey,15 and Caramania [southern Anatolia]. . . . Ismail presented 
gifts to all of them according to their ranks and conditions.”16 in a similar 
vein, available sources provide us with certain clues on the Safavid influ-
ence not only as a provincial or rural phenomenon but also as an urban one. 
An anonymous Greek account written in Istanbul in the 1580s, for instance, 
mentions Ottoman sultans’ rage after finding out that more than two hundred 
families living in Constantinople in the 1510s and 1520s became Qizilbash 
as a response to Safavid efforts.17 After the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury, pro-safavid efforts intensified to such an extent that the Ottoman central 
authority switched its focus from those who were born into this sect to those 
who “became Qizilbash” in response. These “melahide,” or heretic, subjects 
of the empire, according to the Ottoman state’s logic, encouraged further Ana-
tolian participation in the Safavid movement with legitimizing and strength-
ening Ottoman subjects’ identification with the Safavid state. According to an 
imperial order sent to Erzurum in 1578, the situation in the region had become 
impossible to handle, leading Istanbul to order the deportation of all Qizilbash 
to Cyprus.18

Leaders and followers of Shi‘ite Islam, since the inception of the schism, 
have placed a great emphasis on numerous forms of commemorative culture, 
within which rituals and memorialization played a significant role, particu-
larly in their effort to stand against the dominance of Sunni Islam. As Maryam 
Moazzen cogently argues, the Safavids successfully integrated themselves into 
this tradition with long-standing methods and practices, as well as various new 
and innovative rhetorical tools both to enhance and to frame a religio-political 

15. “Turkey” might refer to other parts of Anatolia or to the Ottoman Balkans.
16. A Narrative of Italian Travels in Persia in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, ed. and 

trans. Charles Grey (London: Hakluyt Society, 1873), 194.
17. Anonymous, 16. Asırda Yazılmış Grekçe Anonim Osmanlı Tarihi, ed. and trans. Şerif 

Baştav (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi Basımevi, 1973), 178–80. Active Safavid proselytization 
in Istanbul kept its pace in the early seventeenth century as well. For an official report mention-
ing conversions to Shi‘ite Islam as a response to Safavid propaganda in Istanbul in the 1610s, 
see M. A. Danon, “Un Interrogatorie d’Hérétiques Musulmans (1619),” Journal Asiatique 
(1921): 280–93.

18. MD, vol. 33, no. 413, 8 Zilkade 985 (16 Jan. 1578). One should, however, mention that 
the Ottoman central authority was trying to repopulate Cyprus. An order from around the same 
time to send the Jews of Safed to Cyprus was revoked after the governor of Safed complained. 
uriel heyd, trans., Ottoman Documents on Palestine, 1552–1615: A Study of the Firman 
according to the Mühimme Defteri (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960), 167–68.
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identity for the state and its followers within and out of their political borders.19 
While public conversions, rituals, and recitations; public recollections of tragic 
events (mainly ta’ziyah, or commemorating the massacre of Karbala where the 
grandson of the Prophet lost his life with tens of others in 680); visitations 
of sacred places (ziyarat); and building and maintaining madrasa-mosque 
complexes constituted the basic framework of structuring and reinforcing the 
Shi‘ite identity in the Safavid realm, due to being a minority and the related 
fear of persecution, Ottoman Qizilbash had to resort to clandestine gather-
ings to practice Shi‘ite traditions, to transmit knowledge, and to seek salvation 
from leading religious-cum-political figures. Furthermore, within these secret 
gatherings, many Ottoman subjects switched their religious and political iden-
tities, mediated between the events of the past and present, and/or got actively 
involved in either constructing or relating a shared collective memory and 
historical consciousness. These gatherings, in which the Ottoman Qizilbash 
often read and recited texts, participated in communal prayer sessions, met a 
Safavid disciple, sent money and gifts to the Safavid shahs, and ritualized var-
ious objects and books allegedly sent by them in return, were a major way to 
create and maintain ties with the distant, and to some extent unreachable, core 
of their religious and political identity (i.e., the court of the shah). The rela-
tionship of “pir va murid,” or master and disciple, which the Safavids forged 
with their subjects and followers, was a fundamental aspect of the Ottoman 
Qizilbash community. 

As the Ottomans gained strength relative to their rival to the east, partic-
ularly after the Battle of Chaldiran (1514), the Safavids increased the inten-
sity of their religious and ideological endeavors in Ottoman territories, which 
proved to be subtler and more effective compared to their previous military 
attempts. The increasing influence of pro-safavid efforts eventually drew the 
attention of the Ottoman political and religious elite. For instance, Sheikh Bali 
Efendi (d. 1552/1553),20 a prominent member of the Ottoman ulema, advised 
the grand vizier Rüstem Pasha to exterminate the entire Qizilbash population, 
sparing only children, as the only way to end the ongoing problem.21 While 
the reasons of the Safavid efforts’ ultimate success is not the aim of this paper, 
one can briefly accentuate its complexity, the alleged sacredness of the Safavid 
lineage, as well as the tenacity of those in charge of its triumph. 

19. Maryam Moazzen, “Rituals of Commemoration, Rituals of Self-Invention: safavid 
Religious Colleges and the Collective Memory of the Shi‘a,” Iranian Studies 49, no. 4 (2016): 
555–75.

20. Vladimir Minosrky, “Shaykh Bali-efendi on the Safavids,” Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies 20, no. 1 (1957): 441–48.

21. Cited in ibid., 445. 
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Safavid Agents (Halifes)
At the core of pro-safavid efforts in Anatolia was a meticulously selected 
group of people, called khalifa/halife in the singular, who reached out to the 
Turcoman and Kurdish tribes to increase the number of followers for the order, 
to encourage them to migrate to Safavid Iran, to collect money and soldiers for 
the newly established state, and, in various cases, instigate rebellions against 
Ottoman authorities. The halifes were generally chosen from the Qizilbash 
tribes themselves and then taken to Ardabil for training before being sent back 
to propagate the doctrine of the order.22 

The Ottoman central authority, as chronicles and official documents make 
clear, was well aware of the “threat” that the halifes posed, particularly after 
the intensification of the Shi‘itization of the Safaviyya order by Sheikh Junayd 
and his son Sheikh Haydar. The halifes’ activities were seen as the Safavid 
court’s never-ending effort to undermine Istanbul’s already limited authority 
over its Anatolian population. Furthermore, the Ottomans deemed halifes as 
agents undermining the state’s geo-political and fiscal legitimacy in the region 
by meeting with locals—mostly secretly—and encouraging them not only to 
convert to Shi‘ite/Qizilbash Islam but also to support the Safavid cause finan-
cially, by sending money and gifts, and personally, by serving in the Safavid 
army or migrating to Safavid Iran. Historians depict the general format of these 
gatherings as ceremonies in which a group of participants—both men and 
women—is led by a halife, who preaches from various texts and initiates the 
zikir/dhikr (or invocation). Following the initial part, attendees collect money, 
sing the poems of Hatayi (i.e., Shah Ismail), and share a meal together.23 

This steady rise in Safavid activities via halifes in Anatolia (and to a cer-
tain extent in Iraq) manifested itself in various Ottoman sources including 
imperial orders and court chronicles. Hoca Saadeddin Efendi (d. 1599), for 
instance, argued that they had spread into Anatolia (diyar-ı Rum) and their 
followers reached innumerable levels,24 and added that “those ignorant Turks 
in the province of Anatolia (Anadolu vilayetinde olan etrak-i bi-idrak), who 
are in close relationship with the abominable faction [the Safavid sheikhs/
shahs], . . . have been sending money (nüzur) with wrongful disciples (hule-
fa-yi dalalet intiması ile) to the center of the order. . . .”25 More specifically, the 

22. Tadhkirat al-Muluk, A Manual of Safavid Administration, ed. and trans. Vladimir 
Minorsky (London: Luzac & Co., 1943), 125; Roger Savory, “The Office of Khalifat al-khulafa 
Under the Safavids,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 85 (1965): 497–502. 

23. Morton, “The Chub-i Tariq,” 228–29.
24. Hoca Saadeddin Efendi, Tacü’t-tevarih, ed. İsmet Parmaksızoğlu (Ankara: Kültür 

Bakanlığı Yayınları, 1999), 3:345. 
25. Cited in Faruk Sümer, Safevi Devletinin Kuruluşu ve Gelişmesinde Anadolu Türklerinin 

Rolü (Şah İsmail ile Halifeleri ve Anadolu Türkleri) (Ankara: Güven Matbaası, 1976), 26.
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seventeenth-century Ottoman provincial historian İbrahim Peçevi (d. 1650) 
mentions Veli Halife, “known for being a Rafizi refuting the oneness of God,”26 
and Kalender Şah, who lured sympathizers of the ahl al-bayt, or “People of 
the house,” referring to the family of Prophet Muhammad from his daughter 
Fatima, son-in-law Ali, and their two sons, Hasan and Husayn.27 Peçevi adds 
that these halifes not only surrounded themselves with large groups of “worth-
less people” (hayırsız kimesneler) while singing the praises (şan) of the Safa-
vid shah, but also caused serious disturbances and attacks in Ottoman towns.28 

Texts and Objects
Circulation and recitation of certain literary texts was another core aspect of 
the Ottoman Qizilbash community of the early modern era and these texts 
included buyruks/velayetnames/maqtalnames (hagiographies); şecerenames 
(genealogical accounts of the main Qizilbash families); faziletnames/cen-
knames (the life stories of the ahl al-bayt or other heroic figures of Islamic 
history); fütüvvetnames (descriptions of ideal behavior and the way of life in 
Shi‘ite/Qizilbash Islam); kisvetnames/taçnames (accounts of the symbols of 
Qizilbash Islam); and divans (collections of Qizilbash sayings and poems).29 
While physical copies were owned and used in certain rituals as sacred texts or 
objects, their narration was more common among the Qizilbash due to the fear 
of persecution. Furthermore, the clandestine nature of Qizilbash gatherings 
and prevalence of illiteracy, particularly among the rural populations, further 
strengthened the symbiosis between the two modes of communication—
orality and literacy—so that they operated in tandem as vehicles of Safavid 
propaganda on one hand and Qizilbash rituals and praying practices on the 

26. Peçevi İbrahim Efendi, Peçevi Tarihi, ed. Bekir Sıtkı Baykal (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm 
Bakanlığı Yayınları, 1981), 1:92.

27. Ibid., 120. For a recent discussion on the love of ahl al-bayt in early modern Ottoman 
historiography, see Vefa Erginbaş, “Problematizing Ottoman Sunnism: Appropriation of 
Islamic History and Ahl al-Baytism in Ottoman Literary and Historical Writing in the Sixteenth 
Century,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 60 (2017): 614–46.

28. Peçevi İbrahim Efendi, Peçevi Tarihi, 92.
29. For recent studies that transmit these narratives while examining the circumstances in 

which they were written, see Doğan Kaplan, Yazılı Kaynaklara Göre Alevilik (Istanbul: Türkiye 
Diyanet Vakfı Yayınları, 2012); Ayfer Karakaya-stump, “Documents and Buyruk Manuscripts in 
the Private Archives of Alevi Dede Families: An Overview,” British Journal of Middle Eastern 
Studies 37, no. 3 (2010): 273–86; eadem, “Alevi Dede Ailelerine Ait Buyruk Mecmuaları,” in 
Eski Türk Edebiyatı Çalışmaları VII, Mecmua: Osmanlı Edebiyatının Kırkambarı, ed. Hatice 
Aynur et al. (Istanbul: Mas Matbaacılık, 2012), 361–79. For a study of the popularity of buyruk 
texts among the Qizilbash in the Balkans, see Frederick de Jong, “Problems Concerning the 
Origins of the Qizilbāş in Bulgaria: Remnants of the Safaviyya?” in Convegno sul Tema: La 
Shī‘a nell’Impero Ottomano (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1993), 203–15.
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other. In other words, oral communication complemented written texts that 
were commissioned by the Safavid court or produced by Ottoman Qizilbash 
and circulated by Safavid disciples and their Ottoman followers in an attempt 
to emphasize the significance of adherence to Shi‘ite/Qizilbash Islam and loy-
alty to the Safavid sheikhs/shahs. For instance, the aforementioned account of 
Michele Membré and that of João de Barros, who visited Tabriz in 1502, point 
out that the city had a wide variety of entertainers and among them, according 
to Membré, were men “with books in their hands, reading of the battles of Ali 
and the combats of the princes of old, and of Shah Ismail.”30 

The Safavids are usually thought not to have presided over a great deal of 
literary production because of their Shi‘itization efforts, which were followed 
by similar attempts to Shi‘itize literature and centralize literary production 
while dogmatizing and leveling public opinion.31 Though there is some truth 
to this, the early Safavids produced a series of literary works aimed at the con-
solidation of the state religion, as well as spreading it to neighboring regions. 
These works were mainly commissioned by the Safavid court and clergy and 
partly influenced by the demands of the Qizilbash from surrounding regions. 
While scholars have focused on various aspects of these texts, including the 
issues of patronage, production, and content, much less attention has been paid 
to their use in the context of Anatolian Qizilbash rituals, as well as religious 
performances and practices. In some cases, literary texts were produced and/or 
copied for the sole purpose of articulating the Safavid/Qizilbash religious and 
political identity, while in others their utilization for rituals and performances 
was an unforeseen outcome. In either case, this corpus of texts is especially 
informative concerning popular religious practices in Safavid domains and 
beyond. 

30. Michele Membré, Mission to the Lord Sophy of Persia (1539–1542), trans. a. h. 
Morton (Warminster: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 1999), 52. De Barros’s comments show 
that written versions of such popular accounts existed by the middle of the reign of Tahmasb. 
According to Morton, they were from the Shahnamah of Firdawsi, the Rausat al-Shuhada of 
Kashifi, the Khavarannamah of Ibn Husam al-din, or the Shahnamah-ye Ismail of Junabadi. 
A. H. Morton, “The Early Years of Shah Isma‘il in the Afzal al-tavarikh and Elsewhere,” in 
Safavid Persia: The History and Politics of an Islamic Society, ed. Charles Melville (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 1996), 44–45.

31. Jan Rypka calls this effort “the Shi‘ite standardization of literature.” See Jan Rypka, 
History of Iranian Literature (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1968), 292–93; 
abisaab, Converting Persia, 28–29. Abisaab also provides us with a detailed list (in the appen-
dix) of religious, legal, and polemical accounts produced in the early Safavid era by the ‘Amili 
ulama. For another discussion on the role of ‘Amili ulama at the Safavid court, see Andrew J. 
Newman, “The Myth of the Clerical Migration to Safawid Iran: Arab Shiite Opposition to ‘Alī 
al-Karakī and Safawid Shiism,” Welt des Islams 33 (1993): 66–112.
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a sixteenth-century polemic, Hadiqat-ul Shi‘a, written by Moqaddas Ard-
abili (d. 1585), an eminent Shi‘ite theologian at the Safavid court, serves as a 
prime example. While the first volume, containing the biography of the Prophet 
Muhammad and his ancestors, is lost,32 the second volume, which includes 
the biographies of the Twelve Imams and the issue of the imamate, has been 
repeatedly copied in Iran and India. Several historians, citing the “unscholarly 
character of the book,” as opposed to Ardabili’s other known works, have ques-
tioned its authenticity.33 However, after a several century-long prevalence of 
Muslim storytelling as the main form of transmitting religious knowledge with 
its “earthly language and fantastic aura . . . the transition to the dry narratives of 
the ‘ulama was not easy.”34 Following this mentality, many religious scholars 
produced writings in the vernacular of the common believers in both Persian 
and Turkish, and Ardabili was only one of them. The colloquial language, in 
which Hadiqat-ul Shi‘a is composed, indicates that the author targeted a large, 
popular audience as opposed to a small elite circle. Along the same lines, the 
author translates and explains basic concepts of Islam and Islamic history in 
detail, seemingly for the benefit of the average Muslim living in Safavid Iran 
and neighboring regions at that time. For instance, after discussing the vir-
tue of following the Infallible Imams, Ardabili urges the believers, “without 
questioning,” to accept the Imam of their own time (i.e., the Safavid shah), 
as they are designated to maintain the wilāya (or authority/guardianship) of 
the Infallible Imams. Furthermore, the author likens those who do not accept 
the authority of the contemporary imam to those who died during the “age of 
jahiliyya (ignorance), [meaning] those who died before the rise of Islam.”35 

32. We have this information from Ardabili’s introduction to the second volume of the 
book. Hadiqat-ul Shi‘a, National Library of the Islamic Republic of Iran, MS 1181689, 3.

33. For further details concerning this controversy, see Wilferd Madelung, “Ardabili,” 
Encyclopædia Iranica, vol. II, part 4, 368–70.

34. Moazzen, “Rituals of Commemoration,” 567. 
35. It is noteworthy that the author defines the term jahiliya (jahiliyye yani kesi ke . . . . 

mordan-e u mesle morden-i anha ast ke pish az zuhur-u Islam morde bashand), which is another 
indication of the intended audience of this book, which is mainly the uneducated individuals or 
groups, who would be listening to the reading of this account. Hadiqat’ul-Shi‘a, 5. Hadiqat’ul- 
Shi‘a is replete with pejorative nicknames for the leaders of the Prophet’s companions, and 
especially the first three Sunni caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, and Uthman, who are depicted as 
unjust and ignorant despots. A considerable part of the text is also devoted to refuting Sunni 
claims concerning these caliphs’ virtues and to underscoring their shortcomings. One should 
also note that the same phrase (“He who dies without an Imam—or without knowing his own 
Imam—dies the death of the ignorant pagans”) with minor differences appears in many other 
Shi‘ite accounts dating as early as the tenth century. Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and david 
Streight, The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esotericism in Islam (albany: 
SUNY Press, 1994), particularly 99–123. 
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Another literary approach that helps explain the power of pro-safavid 
efforts is an analysis of what each text reveals about its intended audience. 
In the geo-political setting of the time, a person’s relationship with a written 
text and with those who produced it depended on his/her social and economic 
status and gender, as each literary work strategically targeted a particular audi-
ence. The authors of these texts sometimes gave details about the audience 
they had in mind and such statements, if made at all, were usually found in the 
prologue. For instance, the author of Hadiqat’ul-Shi‘a, after noting his goal 
of refuting “false claims” uttered in “wrongful books” circulated by Sunnis,36 
points out how he hopes his work is “hearable and readable” by the masses.37 
To emphasize this point, the author insists that not only reading but also cir-
culating, listening to a reading of, and even touching his book is crucial to 
spreading the “true faith” and to guaranteeing “salvation by God.”38 

In addition to hagiographical works, poetry and hymns, called deyiş or 
nefes, in honor of the Prophet Muhammad, Ali b. Abi Talib, the Twelve Imams, 
and the Safavid sheikhs/shahs comprised a significant portion of Qizilbash 
literature used in rituals, gatherings, and performances. Composing poetry 
was not an activity limited to the upper classes in late medieval/early modern 
societies and, in fact, was often used as a tool for spreading religious and polit-
ical ideologies since it could be memorized and circulated easily and orally. 
For instance, the Safavid halifes used Shah Ismail’s divan, or collection of 
poems, to convince Anatolians of the messianic nature of his rise to power and 
to call them to convert and accept him and his descendants as their spiritual 
and political guides. The divan of Khata’i/Hatayi, Ismail’s penname, meaning 
“the Sinner,” became a liturgical work for the Qizilbash communities as it 
reached the most remote villages and towns of the Ottoman Empire,39 where 
the poems were memorized and sung to the accompaniment of the saz, a tra-
ditional stringed instrument. Hatayi’s intended audience can be deciphered 
by the language of the poems, Azeri Turkish, which was fully intelligible to 
the Anatolian population, unlike Persian, in which he was also fluent.40 in his 

36. Hadiqat’ul- Shi‘a, 3.
37. “. . . gabul-u shanedan va khandan. . . .” Ibid., 2. 
38. ibid., 3–4.
39. Jean Calmard, “Popular Literature under the Safavids,” in Society and Culture in 

the Early Modern Middle East: Studies on Iran in the Safavid Period, ed. Andrew Newman 
(Leiden: Brill. 2003); Vladimir Minorsky, “The Poetry of Shah Ismail I,” Bulletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies 10 (1942): 1006a–1053a.

40. Even though it is known that Shah Ismail composed most of his poetry in a dialect of 
Turkish, various scholars have argued that he also wrote poems in Persian, albeit less often than 
in Turkish. Amelia Gallagher, “The Fallible Master of Perfection: Shah Ismail in the Alevi-
Bektashi Tradition” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2004), 112; Muhsin Macit, “Hatayi’nin 
Yayımlanmamış Gazelleri,” Türklük Bilimi Araştırmaları 39 (2016): 115–53; Ferenc Csirkés, 
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divan, Shah Ismail constructed a distinctly heterogeneous narrative, in which 
his multi-confessional messianic mission was the heart of his spiritual dis-
course, along with the theme of deification, first of Ali, and then of Ismail 
himself.41 

A Spanish captive, who lived in Ottoman Anatolia and the Balkans between 
1552 and 1556, also noticed the prominence of poetry in the daily life of early 
modern Anatolians. In detailing his encounters with rural Anatolians, he noted, 
“If the Turks were serious about reading, there would have been great scholars 
among them. They [however] do not read, but they all have several couplets 
memorized.”42 This gross overgeneralization notwithstanding, the captive’s 
comments confirm the importance of poetry in the region. 

The story of Pir Sultan Abdal (d. ca. 1560s), a contemporary who pro-
duced many deyiş/nefes that circulated for centuries following his death, 
vividly reflects the social, cultural, and religious dynamics of early modern 
Anatolia. As the leader of a Qizilbash community, and later a rebellion in north 
central Anatolia, Pir Sultan Abdal became a heroic figure after the Ottomans 
executed him in Sivas in 1550. While his connection to the Safavid court is 
a topic of an ongoing debate, his poetry reveals his support for the Safavids. 
In one of his most popular works, he depicts the spread of Qizilbash Islam as 
a way to take revenge for the Imams.43 His poems, which were chanted and 
recited by both official Safavid disciples and local Qizilbash in central Anato-
lia, glorified the heroic actions of Safavid sheikhs/shahs on the battlefield, and 
emphasized the significance of adherence to Shi‘ite Islam and obedience to the 
Safavid shahs, not only as spiritual guides but also as political leaders. In his 
later poems, however, Pir Sultan conveys his displeasure with the Anatolians 
and even complains about their lack of loyalty to the Safavid shahs.44

In several cases, the problematic text for Istanbul was not a book or book-
let, but a collection of papers allegedly signed and/or blessed by the Safavid 
shahs. Since the spiritual leaders, or sheikhs, of the Qizilbash were also the 
political leaders of the Safavids, any papers issued by them were viewed with 
respect by their followers, even when the followers could not themselves deci-
pher its content. For instance, an order sent to the governor of Zulkadiriye, 

“‘Chaghatay Oration, Ottoman Eloquence, Qizilbash Rhetoric:’ Turkic Literature in Safavid 
Persia” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2016), 113–14.

41. Minorsky, “The Poetry of Shah Ismail I”; Amelia Gallagher, “Shah Isma`il’s Poetry in 
the silsilat al-nasab-i Safawiyya,” Iranian Studies 44, no. 6 (2011): 895–911. 

42. Manuel Serrano Y. Sanz, Türkiye’nin Dört Yılı, 1552–1556, trans. A. Kurutluoğlu 
(Istanbul: Kervan Kitapçılık, n.d.), 82.

43. Sadeddin Nüzhet Ergün, XVII. Asır Saz Şairlerinden Pir Sultan Abdal (istanbul: 
Türkiyat Enstitüsü Yayınları, 1929), 60. 

44. Pir Sultan Abdal Şiirleri, poem no. 23/214, www.antoloji.com.
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a region in southeastern Anatolia, mentions letters sent by the Safavid Shah 
Tahmasb I. After conveying displeasure with individuals becoming Qizilbash, 
Istanbul asks the governor to confiscate the letters and execute those who are 
circulating or hiding them.45 On the other hand, not everyone had access to 
pro-safavid texts, and Istanbul was aware of this fact as well. Central and 
local authorities were, therefore, particularly cautious about recitation sessions 
led by Safavid disciples that served as inspiration for Safavid sympathizers 
since numerous “pious” Muslims were easily persuaded to convert in these 
gatherings. Several orders warned local authorities about the “ignorance” of 
the population in regard to the religious topics that “led them to leave the right 
path” and become “rafizis” or “mulhids.”46 

While the transmission of knowledge through literary texts was a key 
aspect of Qizilbash gatherings and rituals, non-literary forms of communi-
cation, including the circulation of objects also played a critical role as trans-
mitters of knowledge, as well as components of rituals and performances. An 
Ottoman decree from November 1593, for instance, instructs the governor of 
Rum, Mehmed Pasha, to capture the Qizilbash halife, who was caught with 
several letters from the shah, the shah’s seal, a pair of slippers (paşmak), boots, 
and a cloak.47 The Ottoman imperial registry contains numerous orders sim-
ilar to the one described here revealing the importance, as well as the range, 
of sacred objects used in Qizilbash rituals and gatherings. Powerful forms of 
non-literary communication, including the smell of incense and the visual 
impact of wall paintings, carpets, clothing, jeweled or un-jeweled tajs, rods, 
and swords were all associated with a Shi‘ite/Qizilbash ritual or event and 
were in use not only to nurture affinity for an identity, ideology, and sect, 
but also to ritually structure Qizilbash gatherings. For instance, according to 
Membré, Safavid halifes carried a stick (çubuk) marking their ranks among 
their fellow disciples,48 and there are strong indications of them being used in 
Ottoman lands as well.49 Furthermore, official Ottoman documents confirm the 
significance of owning, circulating, and wearing the kızıl tac (red crown) as 
the main identity marker and conversion tool for Qizilbash in the early modern 
Ottoman realm. A specific order sent to Baghdad, for instance, asks the gover-
nor to thoroughly investigate the claims that a certain Mehmed, a resident of 
Baghdad, donned the tac and became a Qizilbash.50 Another order sent to the 

45. MD, vol. 31, no. 335, 17 Cumayezulahir 985 (2 Aug. 1577).
46. MD, vol. 6, no. 897, 23 Şaban 972 (26 March 1565).
47. Savaş, XVI. Asırda Anadolu’da Alevilik, 40.
48. Membré, Mission to the Lord Sophy of Persia, 37.
49. See Frederic William Hasluck, Christianity and Islam under the Sultans (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1929), 1:148–49; Yıldırım, Geleneksel Alevilik.
50. MD, vol. 9, no. 230, 22 Şaban 977 (29 Jan. 1570).
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governor of Şehrizor (Kirkuk) accuses the commander of a frontier fortress, 
Hasan, of not being trustworthy and wearing the kızıl tac, claiming that he had 
turned Qizilbash after he was dispatched to the Safavid shah several times 
as an envoy. The order further asks the governor not to trust Hasan again, 
to remove him from his official position, and to confiscate the tac.51 as the 
Ottoman central authority witnessed the power that objects sent by the Safavid 
shahs represented, they tried to suppress their use in an attempt to counter the 
threat. Distribution and circulation of these objects during a period of peace 
between the two empires was regarded as a violation of the standing peace 
treaty and, accordingly, several envoys and letters were sent to the Safavid 
court asking the political authorities to take this issue seriously if they wished 
to keep the peace between the two sides.52 

Michele Membré also mentions that Qizilbash devotees made the long and 
dangerous journey from Anatolia to purchase objects blessed by contact with 
their shah.53 For instance, an order sent by the Ottoman sultan to the governor 
of Rum and the kadıs of Sivas and Tokat, major Qizilbash cities in north cen-
tral Anatolia, in 1565 mentions a pair of yellow slippers (paşmak), allegedly 
belonging to Shah Ismail, that a certain Mehmed, who has been in contact 
with the Safavids, was circulating, as people believed they helped women to 
have children.54 Various other orders mention other objects including pieces of 
papers with the shah’s seal on them;55 precious and semi-precious stones, as 
well as horses and weapons;56 chandeliers and censers;57 and clothing worn or 
blessed by the shah, that were captured at Qizilbash houses, gatherings, and 
rituals.58

The Ritual Cursing ( la’net) 
The ritual cursing of the Companions of the Prophet (including the first three 
caliphs and various other significant figures of Sunni Islam such as Aisha, the 
last wife of Muhammad, who waged a war against Ali in 656), was another 

51. MD, vol. 35, no. 816, 26 Şaban 986 (28 Oct. 1578).
52. MD, vol. 14, no. 712, Gurre-i Ramazan 978 (27 Jan. 1571).
53. Membré, Mission to the Lord Sophy of Persia, xviii. 
54. “. . . bir sarı paşmağın doğurmayan hatunlara şifadur deyü...”: MD, vol. 5, no. 205, 8 

sefer 973 (3 sept. 1565).
55. MD, vol. 19, no. 11, 2 Muharrem 980 (14 May 1572); MD, vol. 31, no. 335, 17 

Cemaziyülahir 985 (31 Aug. 1577).
56. MD, vol. 22, no. 461, 14 Rebiyülahir 981 (12 Aug. 1573).
57. MD, vol. 24, no. 234, 14 Zilhicce 981 (6 April 1574).
58. MD, vol. 53, no. 753, 23 Sefer 983 (3 June 1575).
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form of Shi‘ite efforts, pre-dating the safavid era.59 The practice, however, 
as Rosemary Stanfield-Johnson aptly argues, became a hallmark of Safavid 
domestic and foreign policy instituted by Shah Ismail as “a feature of mil-
itary conquest, intimidation and humiliation, with doctrinal support gauged 
specifically to the Safavid situation appearing in 917/1511, through the work 
of al-Karaki.”60 Hasan Beg Rumlu (d. 1578), for instance, writes that “[Shah 
Ismail upon his coronation, ordered that] preachers throughout the land must 
read the Friday sermon (khutaba-yi mamalik) in the name of the imams and 
say ‘I testify that ‘Ali is God’s favorite’ and ‘Hasten to the best of deeds’ 
(hayya ‘ala khayr al-amal), and that everyone should speak out (zaban bigu-
shayand) to vilify and curse Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman in the streets and 
squares and decapitate those who refuse.”61 In addition to these preachers, the 
safavid tabarra’iyan (dissociaters or disavowers) consisted of people whose 
sole responsibility, as “the promoters and guardians of the ritual curse,” was 
both to oversee the performance and to spy on those refusing the practice or 
lacking enthusiasm for it.62 

Furthermore, the ritual of cursing became an important aspect of Otto-
man-safavid relations, as well as the Ottoman reaction against its Qizilbash 
subjects, particularly after the Safavid religious and political actors strength-
ened their power over the Anatolians against their Ottoman counterparts. For 
instance, şeyhülislam Ebussuud (d. 1574) mentioned the ritual of cursing as 
one of the main reasons justifying the infidelity of the Qizilbash.63 In another 
instance, during the correspondence taking place between Shah Tahmasb I and 
Sultan Süleyman (r. 1520–66), prior to the Amasya Peace Treaty (1555), Tah-
masb did not hesitate to threaten the Ottoman ruler with unleashing his sup-
porters within and out of the Safavid realm to delegitimize Ottoman rule with 
constant cursing.64 Safavid efforts to include the Ottomans into the practice of 
ritual cursing was also witnessed by Membré, who noted that the “cursers [are 
paid to] curse the Ottomans (Ottomani) and sing songs about how the Shah 

59. on pre-safavid cursing rituals, see Rosemary Stanfield-Johnson, “The Tabarra’iyan and 
the Early Safavids,” Iranian Studies 37, no. 1 (2004): 47–71.

60. Ibid., 48–60.
61. Hasan Beg Rumlu, Ahsenü’t-tevârîh, trans. Mürsel Öztürk (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 

Yayınları, 2006), 60–63.
62. Stanfield-Johnson, “The Tabarra’iyan,” 48.
63. “Hazret-i Ebī Bekr-i Sıddīk ile Hazret-i ʿÖmer radiya’llāhu ʿan-humāya hāşā laʿn 

eylemekle kāfir olduklarından sonra Ḥazret-i ʿĀʾişe . . . hakkında bir nice āyāt-ı ʿazīme nāzil 
olmuşken anları iṭāle-i lisān itmekle . . .” Şeyhülislam Ebusuud Efendi, “Kızılbaşlar Hakkında 
Fetva Sureti,” Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi, MS 626, 2–3.

64. shah tahmasb-i safavi, Majmu’a-yi asnad wa mukhabitat tarikhi, ed. A. N. Nava’i 
(Tehran: n.p., 1358), 215, cited in Stanfield-Johnson, “The Tabarra’iyan and the Early 
Safavids,” 51.
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should go to Constantinople and install his brother Sam Mirza on the throne . . . 
I have seen one of those tabarrā’is take one of the Ottoman merchants, take 
him by the beard and say, ‘Curse the Ottomans;’ and he pulled it so hard that 
he cursed them a hundred times.”65

As several historians have successfully observed, Muslim minorities have 
historically been located in peculiar, and many cases extremely arbitrary, legal 
positions within many Islamic regimes, and the Ottoman Empire was not an 
exception to this trend. Where, stemming from the notion of the “People of the 
Book” (ahl al-kitab), non-muslims—at least in theory—were given the liberty 
to practice their religion, Muslim minorities were, more often than not, con-
sidered to be unbelievers (kafir) or heretics (mulhid). The Ottoman Qizilbash 
population was particularly subjected to this uncertainty mainly due to the 
close ties that the members of the community pursued with one of the major 
geo-political rivals of the empire to the east, the Safavids, and the changing 
nature of the relationships between the two empires.66 

Ottoman Reaction(s)
As mentioned above, while in the Safavid realm public Shi‘ite rituals and elab-
orate ceremonies were expected and encouraged; within the Ottoman realm 
most of the rituals were kept secret. Following the second wave of Safavid 
propaganda during the second half of the sixteenth century, the Ottomans 
expanded their policies also to deal with those who “turned” Qizilbash (in 
addition to those born Qizilbash). Istanbul repeatedly asked local authorities 
not only to find converts and punish them, but also to identify locations and to 
find the mediators who had facilitated these conversions, which proved to be 
a difficult task. For instance, a decree sent to the governor of Rum, Mehmed 
Pasha, in November 1593 asked him to capture the halifes appointed to the 
regions of Çorum, Kastamonu, and Sivas by the Safavid shah. A much earlier 
(1568) decree sent to the governor of the Divriği district (sancak), mehmed 
Bey, stated that one of three halifes who were collecting money and goods for 

65. Membré, Mission to the Lord Sophy of Persia, 59. 
66. Ayşe Baltacıoğlu-Brammer, “The Formation of Kızılbaş Communities in Anatolia 

and Ottoman Responses, 1450s–1630s,” International Journal of Turkish Studies 20, no. 1–2 
(2014): 21–48. At the same time, however, Stefan Winter argues that the “draconian” rhetoric 
that dominated the legal parlance and religious literature of the time had little or no effect 
on actual day-to-day administration in the Syrian provinces of the empire where a significant 
amount of Qizilbash resided. Stefan Winter, “The Kızılbaş of Syria and Ottoman Shiism,” in 
The Ottoman World, ed. Christine Woodhead (London: Routledge, 2011), 171–83. Also see 
stefan Winter, The Shiites of Lebanon under the Ottoman Rule, 1516–1788 (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 16–17.
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the Safavid shah had been caught and executed, but the other two were able to 
escape to Safavid Iran.67

As pro-safavid gatherings, most of which were clandestine and included 
reciting and listening to literary texts, became a main concern for the Ottoman 
central authority, Istanbul also started inquiring about pro-safavid texts and 
their use. Possessing any of these texts was now deemed a threat in Istanbul’s 
attempt to quell the increasing influence of the Safavid court and the popular-
ity of Qizilbash identity in the Ottoman realm. Official orders, however, while 
revealing a cautious mindset, do not mention specific names or details in their 
condemnations. To judge from the content, Istanbul emphasized the reading 
of these texts aloud in small, mostly secret, gatherings, as this was the most 
common way of consuming these literary works. Two specific decrees sent to 
the kadı of Ortapare, a town near Sivas in central Anatolia, mention multiple 
copies of a forty-volume book sent to the Anatolian towns by the Safavid shah 
with his halifes and spies, particularly with one halife whose name was Menaş 
Fakih. The Ottoman central authority, following the initial order, asked the 
local governors to collect these volumes immediately and imprison the carriers 
and owners.68 In other decrees, Istanbul warned local authorities about the exis-
tence of books that were either “against the common creed”69 or “pertain[ed] 
to heresy and impiety.”70 Each order asked the local authority to find whoever 
was reading, listening to, and circulating these books and to either imprison 
them or send them to the capital. 

Ottoman religious and political authorities likewise attacked the Safavids’ 
claims of descent from Prophet Muhammad, commemoration of which served 
as a core aspect of Qizilbash gatherings and rituals. The “baselessness” of this 
claim, Kemalpaşazade asserted, was obvious from Shah Ismail’s attacks on 
the tombs of Prophetic descendants revered by the Twelver Shi‘ites, notably 
the tomb of Ali al-riza (d. 818), the eighth Shi‘ite Imam, in Mashhad. (In 
fact, the shrine had been damaged in the ongoing battles between the Safavids 
and the Shaybanid Uzbeks of Central Asia.).71 even if the safavid shahs 
were descended from the Prophet, he added, the Qur’anic story of the curse 
of Noah’s son Ham reveals that descent from a prophet does not guarantee 

67. MD, vol. 9, no. 230, 22 Şevval 977 (29 March 1570). MD, vol. 12, no.1, Zilkade 978 
(april 1571).

68. MD, vol. 27, no. 956–957, 8 Zilhicce 983 (3 March 1576). 
69. “. . . umumi itikada mugayir...”: MD, vol. 28, no. 883, 19 Şaban 984 (10 Nov. 1576).
70. “. . . rafz ve ilhada müteallik...”: MD, vol. 30, no. 658, 28 Ramazan 985 (8 Dec. 1577).
71. Kemalpaşazade, “Fetava-yı Kemal Paşazade der Hakk-ı Kızılbaş,” Mecmua, 

Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi, MS Esad Efendi 3548, fol. 46a, cited in Ahmet Uğur, “Kemal 
Paşazade ve Şah İsmail,” Erciyes Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi 4 (1987): 13–27.
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salvation.72 Invoking the Prophet Muhammad and his family, according to 
Kemalpaşazade, was the only way the followers of Ismail were able to convert 
“ignorant” people to the “heretic” Qizilbash sect.73

The Ottoman central authority similarly sought to reshape the behavior of 
its subjects by redistributing posts and benefits and granting privileged statuses 
to Safavid subjects who “turned” Sunni and/or moved to the Ottoman realm. 
The story of the famous Qizilbash convert Sultan Tekelu Ulama Han, who 
joined the Shah Kulu Rebellion against the Ottomans in 1511 and ultimately 
escaped to Iran,74 provides a prime example for the ritual power of the kızıl tac 
for both the Safavid and Ottoman sides. After the death of Shah Ismail in 1524, 
Ulama Khan’s status at the Safavid court began to diminish, and while serving 
as governor of Azerbaijan under Shah Tahmasb I, he lost his status after being 
involved in internecine disputes with various Qizilbash emirs.75 Fearing exe-
cution, he sent a message to Istanbul in 1531 via the governor of Diyarbekir, 
offering his services to the Ottoman sultan. Receiving a favorable response, he 
fled and took refuge in the fortress of Van in 1534.76 According to Alam Ara-yi 
Shah Tahmasb, when Ulama Sultan was in the majlis/meclis (assembly) of the 
Ottoman sultan Süleyman, the conversation turned to the issues of “harf-e din 
va mazhab,” (religion and sect), whereupon Ulama destroyed his kızıl tac with 
his sword to show his obedience to the Ottoman sultan and his new creed.77 in 
another case, Mehmed Sultan, the Qizilbash governor of Kahkaha (Alamut) 
in northern Iran, took refuge in Istanbul in 1587, during the Ottoman-safavid 
War of 1578–90 and in return for his loyalty to the Ottoman sultan and his help 
conquering Ardabil, he and his immediate family were promised high official 

72. Ibid.; Qur’an 11:11–43. 
73. Kemalpaşazade, Tevârih-i Ali Osman, Defter IX, 83–96. 
74. Celalzade Mustafa Çelebi, Tabakâtu’l-memâlik ve derecâtü’l-mesâlik, ed. ayhan 

Yılmaz as Kanunî’nin Tarihçisinden Muhteşem Çağ: Kanunî Sultan Süleyman (istanbul: 
Kariyer Yayıncılık, 2011), 195–97. 

75. muhammad amin riyahi, Sefaratnameha-i Iran: Gezareşha-i mesaferat ve ma’muri-
yeti sefiran der Iran (Tehran: Shirket-i Efsat, 1368/1989), 28–29. 

76. Eskandar Beg Monshi, Alam ara-yi Abbasi, ed. and trans. by Roger Savory as History 
of Shah Abbas the Great (Boulder, CO: Mazda Publishers, 1978), 1:80–83. According to 
Solakzade, Sultan Tekelu Ulama rendered valuable service to Süleyman during the 1530s 
and 1540s. Solakzade Tarihi, 113. According to Peçevi, he held the governorships of Bosnia, 
Hasankeyf, and Erzurum before he was killed during the siege of Budin in 1551. Peçevi, Peçevi 
Tarihi, 289–90. According to Alam Ara-yi Shah Tahmasb, however, the Qizilbash Safavid army 
in Tabriz killed Ulama Sultan. Anonymous, Alam-ara-yi Shah Tahmasb: Zindigani-dastani-yi-
dowwomin padshah-i dovra-i Safavi, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran: Inthisharat-i Donya-ye ketab, 
1370/1970), 96–100. 

77. Alam Ara-yi Shah Tahmasb, 36–37. Interestingly enough, the author of the account later 
adds that Süleyman considered this behavior very disrespectful and wanted to execute Ulama 
Sultan, but his men convinced him not to do so. Ibid. 
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positions.78 In a similar vein, an official decree from Ahmed I (r. 1603–17) 
grants the post of kapıcıbaşı, or chief doorkeeper, an honorary position typi-
cally given to converts, to a musician from the shah’s court upon his conver-
sion to Sunni Islam.79 

Taking anti-Qizilbash policies to an extreme level, an increasing num-
ber of official documents, as well as court chronicles and religious polemics, 
began to mention immoral sexual behaviors and the acts of incest while label-
ing the Qizilbash as the enemy of the religion and state (din ü devlet) after 
the second half of the sixteenth century.80 Relatively less restricted status of 
women in Qizilbash communities and their participation in Qizilbash rituals 
and ceremonies on one hand and the clandestine nature of the Qizilbash gath-
ering on the other fed into these outrageous and indubitably baseless accusa-
tions. These alleged acts of sexual impropriety appeared in Turkish, Persian, 
and various European contemporary sources as the practice of mum söndü 
or chiragh-kushan, referring to “the forbidden assembly of men and women 
in which upon the lamps being out, the company engaged in a promiscuous 
and indiscriminate orgy.”81 For instance, above-mentioned Sheikh Bali Efendi 
(d. 1552/1553), who promoted the idea of indiscriminate execution of the 
Qizilbash, in one of his reports presented to Sultan Süleyman, openly accused 
the community of this act.82

Qizilbash subjects of the Ottoman Empire were also often blamed by 
their neighbors and by other members of the community for fomenting and/
or planning unrest, disobedience, plunder, murder, forgery, and adultery in 
their gatherings and rituals during the period examined here, demonstrating 

78. MD, vol. 63, no. 59 and 60, 2 Sefer 995 (11 Jan. 1587). Also MD, vol. 65, no. 444, 3 
Sefer 998 (11 Dec.1589); Fahrettin Kırzıoğlu, Osmanlılar’ın Kafkas Ellerini Fethi (1451–1590) 
(Ankara: Atatürk Üniversitesi Yayınları, 1976), 378–79. 

79. BOA, Ali Emiri Tasnifi, I. Ahmed, File no. 7, doc. 678 (1025/1616).
80. Elke Eberhard, Osmanische Polemik gegen die Safawiden im 16. Jahrhundert nach 

arabischen Handschriften (Freiburg im Breislau: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1970), 54–56, 65–66. 
Kemalpaşazade, in his description of Shah Ismail’s “false religion,” lists similar practices. 
Kemalpaşazade, Defter IX, 85–86.

81. Morton, “The Chub-i Tariq,” 237–39. 
82. Ahmet Refik, Onaltıncı Asırda Rafizilik ve Bektaşilik (Onaltıncı Yüzyılda Osmanlılar’ın 

Aleviler Hakkında Düzenledikleri 54 Ferman) (Istanbul: Ufuk Matbaası, 1994), 15–17. 
Interestingly enough, similar scenes (with greater details) were described not only by European 
visitors to Safavid Iran, particularly in the seventeenth century, but also Safavid shahs them-
selves, including Shah Tahmasb. Nicolas Sanson, Estat Present du Royaume de Perse (1694) 
and adam olearius, Voyages and Travels of the Ambassador (1647) cited in Morton, “The 
Chub-i Tariq,” 238–40. For Shah Tahmasb’s account on this topic, see ibid., 240–41. On Sheikh 
Bali Efendi and his role at shaping the Ottoman official narrative around vis-à-vis the Qizilbash, 
see Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 209–11.
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a “culture of inquisition.” Even though, due to a lack of detailed records it is 
impossible to determine the exact numbers of those executed or imprisoned 
based on these assumptions, mühimmes shed light on the extent of the “inqui-
sition.” For instance, while a certain Mehmed from the village of Zerito in 
the southeastern Anatolian province of Ayntab was executed for cursing the 
first three Sunni caliphs,83 “the keen sword of the sultan” was a hair’s breadth 
away for a group of north-central Anatolian villagers who disputed a certain 
Kara Yakub’s denunciation of them to the local kadı as Qizilbash.84 How the 
Qizilbash survived these policies of persecution and extermination is a topic 
for another study. With that said, even in remote areas they practiced age-old 
Shi‘ite survival strategies such as dissimulation (takiyye) and endogamy while 
keeping a strong sense of vernacular language and identity.

Conclusion
“It is hard to imagine,” writes Roger Savory, “a ruling institution more preoc-
cupied with the question of legitimacy than the Safavids.”85 as the safaviyya 
Sufi order crystallized into a nascent state, one of the major ways with which 
the Safavid sheikhs and shahs dealt with the issue of legitimacy was to initiate 
and maintain a complex, yet successful, propaganda program. These efforts 
ultimately helped strengthen the Safavid court’s position as the newcomers 
into a highly convoluted political arena in the Middle East. On the other hand, 
a long-term religio-political struggle with the Ottoman court ensued as main-
taining close contact with the subjects of the neighboring political entity was 
another mission that the Safavid court diligently embraced. As mentioned by 
a plethora of Ottoman and Safavid sources, many responded to these efforts 
by migrating to the Safavid realm. On the other hand, the ones who stayed in 
the Ottoman realm created and maintained a complex set of religious prac-
tices, rituals, and performances tying them to the Safavid court to which they 
felt, in varying degrees, connected. The present article has documented some 
of these practices and their depictions by Ottoman sources, which are key to 
understanding the formation and transformation of Qizilbash religio-political 
identities and the Ottoman central authority’s reactions vis-à-vis its Qizilbash 
subjects, as well as its rival to the east, the Safavid Empire. 
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83. MD, vol. 9, no. 83, 25 Ramazan 977 (3 March 1570).
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85. Roger Savory, “The Safawid State and Polity,” Iranian Studies 7 (1974): 186.
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