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In this study, using the framework of Subaltern Studies and based on the
theoretical perspectives of Ranajit Guha and Partha Chatterjee, the role of
lower social groups such as ayyars (urban militias), Kharijites, and subaltern
urban and rural strata in the process of Saffarid state formation in Sistan is
examined. Contrary to traditional narratives that view the emergence of states
as the product of elite actions and central powers, this article—emphasizing the
concept of “state-building from below”—demonstrates that the Saffarids not
only emerged from subaltern classes but also consolidated and expanded their
rule through the coalition and support of these groups. The main research
guestion is: how did subaltern social groups contribute to the formation,
consolidation, and expansion of the Saffarid power, and what similarities and
differences can be observed between this experience and other contemporary
regional independent states? The research method is a historical-sociological
analysis with a descriptive-analytical approach, relying on library sources and
correlating data with the theoretical concepts of Subaltern Studies. The
findings indicate that the ayyars and Kharijites, by forming popular networks,
local resistance movements, and mobilizing social resources, not only elevated
the Saffarids from subaltern strata to rulership but also established a new model
of state-building based on social movements and peripheral resistance—a
model that, compared to elite-driven contemporaneous states, possessed
unique dynamics and vulnerabilities. The key points of the study emphasize
the importance of subaltern actors, local identity, and the critique of centralist
narratives of state formation.

Keywords: State-building from below, Saffarids, subaltern classes, ayyars,
local identity, popular networks.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The historical experience of the Saffarid state in Sistan represents a crucial case for understanding

o5

the dynamics of “state-building from below” in the Iranian and broader Islamic context. Traditional
historiography of early Islamic Iran has largely portrayed state formation as a process driven by elites,
military commanders, and the central caliphate, thereby marginalizing the role of subaltern actors and
local social groups. However, the emergence of the Saffarid dynasty in the ninth century demonstrates the
opposite trajectory: a government that grew out of grassroots mobilization, popular networks, and the
collective agency of marginalized classes. Drawing on the Subaltern Studies framework proposed by
Ranajit Guha and Partha Chatterjee, this study reinterprets the Saffarid case as an outcome of social
resistance, bottom-up mobilization, and the political empowerment of subordinate groups. Rather than
perceiving the Saffarids merely as a military rebellion or a peripheral movement, the research
conceptualizes their state formation as a form of popular revolution that originated within the urban and
rural subaltern strata of Sistan, particularly among the ayyars (urban militias), Kharijites, and local
peasants. Through a historical-sociological and descriptive-analytical methodology, the study integrates
classical historical sources with the theoretical vocabulary of subaltern agency, emphasizing that power
and legitimacy in this period were generated not from institutional hierarchies but through the moral,
cultural, and organizational strength of local society (Chatterjee, 2004; Guha, 1982).

The theoretical foundation of this research lies in the Subaltern Studies school, which emerged in
the 1980s as a critical intervention against elite-centered and colonial historiographies. Guha’s seminal
critique of official Indian historiography and Chatterjee’s reinterpretation of politics “from the governed”
provide a powerful analytical lens to reassess non-elite political formation in early Islamic Iran. This
perspective allows the historian to relocate agency from courts and caliphates to the collective action of
subaltern groups who, though politically marginalized, possessed significant moral and social capital
(Chatterjee, 2004; Guha, 1982). Within this framework, the Saffarid movement is seen as an articulation of
popular agency against both economic oppression and the centralized religious-military order of the
Abbasid Caliphate. The subaltern actors—particularly the ayyars and Kharijites—transformed their social
networks into organized resistance and eventually into a stable governing apparatus. Previous scholarship
by Farrokh (Farrokh, 2011a, 2011b) and Jamshidi (H. Jamshidi, 2021; J. Jamshidi, 2021) reinforces this
interpretation, arguing that the social and moral ethos of the lower classes was decisive in shaping the
political destiny of early Iranian local dynasties. Thus, by engaging the Subaltern Studies paradigm, this
article contests the classical assumption that sovereignty and statehood were monopolized by elites,
presenting the Saffarids instead as an indigenous experiment in bottom-up state formation rooted in
collective resistance, ethical solidarity, and the reclamation of local identity.

The social and historical context of Sistan prior to the rise of the Saffarids was characterized by
systemic injustice, fiscal exploitation, and persistent tension between the local population and the central
Abbasid administration. Heavy taxation, coercive governance by Arab-appointed officials, and the erosion
of traditional local autonomy produced an atmosphere of resentment and chronic unrest. These conditions
fostered the proliferation of self-organized resistance groups such as the ayyars—urban guild-like
fraternities distinguished by their codes of honor, mutual assistance, and commitment to justice—and the
Kharijites, religious dissidents who mobilized popular grievances into sustained insurgencies (Bastani
Parizi, 2004; Onsor al-Maali, 2004; Saberi, 2012; Safa, 1999). The ayyars, embedded in the social fabric of
towns and villages, played a pivotal role in organizing collective defense, redistributing wealth, and
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safeguarding local communities from both foreign invasions and domestic tyranny. Their networks,
described as “the invisible army of the people,” represented a form of proto-civil society that predated
institutionalized governance. The Kharijites complemented this secular resistance with religious
legitimacy, channeling the language of justice and equality to mobilize the masses. The combination of
these two forces—the ethical solidarity of the ayyars and the ideological fervor of the Kharijites—
produced a potent foundation for subaltern mobilization. Historical records suggest that by the mid-ninth
century, the socio-political climate of Sistan was conducive to the rise of a popular leader capable of
consolidating these energies into a coherent state project (Ghaderi, 2019; Moftakhari, 2000; Zarrinkoub,
2003).

It was in this environment that Ya‘qub ibn Layth al-Saffar, a coppersmith by trade and an ayyar
by association, emerged as the symbol and leader of the movement. His trajectory from a member of a
local fraternity to the founder of an autonomous state encapsulates the essence of subaltern ascendancy.
Historical narratives depict Ya‘qub as a man of humble origin, disciplined by the moral code of the ayyars
and driven by a vision of justice that resonated deeply with the common people (Bosworth, 1994, 2013;
Ravandi, 2003). His reliance on local militias, egalitarian distribution of spoils, and refusal to recognize the
Abbasid caliph’s authority underscore the populist and independent character of his rule. Ya‘qub’s
leadership illustrates how charisma rooted in moral credibility and community trust can substitute for
aristocratic lineage in establishing political legitimacy. The alliances he forged with Kharijite militias and
peasant groups further consolidated his power base, transforming dispersed local rebellions into a
centralized yet socially embedded state. This dynamic aligns with the concept of “moral populism” found
in the literature of Subaltern Studies, where legitimacy emerges from the collective moral order of the
oppressed rather than institutional sanction (Abbasi, 2009; Fayyaz, 2016). Scholars have also noted that the
economic and symbolic capital of the ayyars—grounded in mutual trust, self-sacrifice, and public
service—constituted a form of social capital that bridged the gap between community solidarity and
formal governance (Hobsbawm, 1959; Mohammadkhani, 2022; Taherkhani, 2013).

The Saffarid experiment in state-building demonstrates that social networks, when endowed with
ethical coherence and organizational capacity, can evolve into durable political structures. The ayyars’
ability to mobilize large segments of society, their familiarity with local geography, and their effective
use of guerrilla tactics made them a formidable alternative to conventional armies (Bosworth, 2013; Onsor
al-Maali, 2004; Safa, 1999). Their integration into the Saffarid military and administrative apparatus
institutionalized popular participation within the framework of governance. After the consolidation of
Saffarid authority, many ayyars and their leaders were appointed to official posts, thus transferring the
values of honesty, courage, and solidarity from civil society into the state structure (Bosworth, 1994). From
the standpoint of subaltern theory, this incorporation represents the transformation of resistance into
governance, where the previously marginalized actors reconfigure the language of power to reflect their
own moral and social codes (Chatterjee, 2004). The resultant legitimacy was not derived from divine or
dynastic right but from the trust and voluntary allegiance of the governed population (Ghanbari, 2018;
Karimi, 2019; Ravandi, 2003). This configuration of power—anchored in the social capital of non-elite
actors—helped the Saffarid state sustain its authority amidst external challenges and internal factionalism.
In contrast with elite-driven states such as the Samanids or Buyids, whose legitimacy was brokered




through courtly patronage or religious endorsement, the Saffarids embodied a “plebeian polity,” grounded
in grassroots consent and the moral economy of the people (Eskandari, 2016; Hobsbawm, 1959).

The comparative and theoretical implications of this study extend beyond the Saffarid case. By
situating the Saffarid state within the discourse of subaltern politics, it becomes clear that early Islamic
Iran witnessed diverse trajectories of political formation, ranging from centralized bureaucratic models to
locally autonomous movements. The Saffarids, as a paradigmatic instance of the latter, exemplify how
marginal regions could transform peripheral resistance into stable governance through collective action,
cultural cohesion, and popular legitimacy (Shojaei Saen, 1997; Zarrinkoub, 2003). This framework also
illuminates the transhistorical function of moral networks in state-making: similar to the role of peasant
insurgencies and communal solidarities analyzed by Scott and Hobsbawm, the ayyars functioned as agents
of both disruption and construction (Hobsbawm, 1959; Scott, 1985). The transformation of their informal
networks into the institutional foundation of the Saffarid state underscores the fluid boundary between
rebellion and governance. Furthermore, the synthesis of cultural identity and political autonomy in the
Saffarid experiment helped lay the groundwork for subsequent regional dynasties that sought legitimacy
through local traditions and social alliances rather than imperial patronage. The endurance of this pattern
across centuries suggests that subaltern forms of state-building, though often overshadowed by imperial
narratives, constitute a recurrent theme in Iranian political history and a vital dimension of its continuity
(Bosworth, 2013; Dehbashi, 2015; Modarresi Tabatabaei, 2001).

In conclusion, the rise and consolidation of the Saffarid state in Sistan signify a fundamental
departure from elite-centered models of governance and demonstrate the historical capacity of subaltern
actors to create enduring political structures. The Saffarids emerged not as instruments of an empire but
as the institutional expression of popular resistance and communal solidarity. By channeling moral
legitimacy, social trust, and organized collective action into the mechanisms of governance, they redefined
the relationship between society and state. Their experience reveals that political authority, when grounded
in grassroots participation and cultural authenticity, can achieve both stability and legitimacy without
reliance on central imperial endorsement. Thus, the Saffarid state stands as a compelling historical
testimony to the potential of “state-building from below,” offering valuable insight into how marginalized
communities can transform resistance into rule and reshape the political landscape through collective
agency, ethical leadership, and the enduring power of social networks.
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