Journal Website

Article history:

Received 09 May 2025

Revised 08 July 2025

Accepted 15 July 2025

Published online 22 December 2025

Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s

SP-gloii 85

c;l/!../lf};é/f B

Culture and History

Volume 4, Issue 4, pp 1-15

Examining the Relations Between the Nizari Ismailis of Northern Iran
and the Rustamdar Paduspanids

Aliakbar. Hosseiny*®, Ramazan. Seyghal'“®, Abdollah. Rejaee Litkohi?

! Department of History, No.C., Islamic Azad University, Noor, Iran
2 Department of History, Bab.C., Islamic Azad University, Babol, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: r.seaghal@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:

Hosseiny, A., Seyghal, R., & Rejaee
Litkohi, A. (2025). Examining the
Relations Between the Nizari Ismailis
of Northern Iran and the Rustamdar
Paduspanids. Journal of Social-
Political Studies of Iran’s Culture and
History, 4(4), 1-15.

© 2025 the authors. This is an open
access article under the terms of the
Creative  Commons  Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC
BY-NC 4.0) License.

The Nizari Ismaili state in northern Iran was established by Hasan Sabbah in
1090 CE (483 AH) through the seizure of the Alamut fortress and came to an
end in 1256 CE (654 AH) by the hand of Hulagu Khan, the Mongol ruler.
Therefore, this study explores the interactions and conflicts between this
dynasty and the Paduspanid branch of the Rustamdar line within that historical
period, which spans approximately two centuries. This research, taking into
account the contemporaneous rule of several dynasties—including the Seljuks,
the Khwarazmshahs, the Mongols, the Mar‘ashis, and the Second and early
Third Bavandid periods—and their mutual influences with the Nizari and
Rustamdar regimes, investigates the nature and reasons behind the relationship
between the two dynasties through a descriptive-analytical method. The
analysis of these relations reveals that the interactions between the two
dynasties depended largely on the political strategies of their respective rulers.
At times, these relations were characterized by strategic cooperation, at other
times by direct opposition, and occasionally by indifference. The most
prominent instance of confrontational strategy occurred during the reign of
Istandar Kaykavus, who was a contemporary of Spahbad Shah Ghazi Bavandi,
a fierce enemy of the Ismailis. Ideological and sectarian divergences between
the Shi‘i-oriented religious outlook of the Paduspanid Istandars and that of the
Ismailis had a significant impact on the bilateral relations of these two
dynasties. These religious contradictions became a central cause for the
Paduspanids' aversion toward the Ismaili sect and their classification of the
group as heretical and impure in the regions of Ruyan and Mazandaran during
certain historical periods.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The political dynamics between the Nizari Ismailis of Northern Iran and the Rustamdar branch of
the Paduspanid dynasty represent a unique case of religious and political interaction in medieval Iranian
history. The Nizari Ismaili state was established in 1090 CE through the strategic capture of Alamut by
Hasan Sabbah, marking the beginning of a nearly two-century-long theocratic rule that came to an end in
1256 CE with the Mongol assault led by Hulagu Khan. During this era, the Paduspanid Rustamdars
governed regions in western Mazandaran, including Ruyan and parts of Gilan, often caught between the
expanding Ismaili influence and the powerful Bavandid neighbors. This study aims to explore the
spectrum of relationships—ranging from cooperation to conflict—between the Nizaris and Rustamdars,
particularly in the context of ideological differences and shifting alliances with other powers like the
Seljuks and Bavandids. Early in this period, rulers such as Hazarasf I displayed signs of alignment or
peaceful coexistence with the Nizaris, notably due to familial ties with key Ismaili leaders. Over time,
however, especially under rulers like Istandar Kaykavus, religious discord and political allegiance to the
anti-Ismaili Bavandids transformed this relationship into one of hostility and military engagement,
culminating in episodes of violence and mass killings. The religious identity of the Paduspanids—initially
Zaydi and later Twelver Shi’a—served as both a bridge and barrier in their dealings with the Ismailis,
whose doctrinal divergence and revolutionary tactics often provoked suspicion or outright opposition
(Daftari & Badrhai, 1996; Hamedani et al., 2008; Najmi, 2010).

The methodological approach of this study is grounded in a descriptive-analytical framework,
utilizing primary historical chronicles such as Tarikh-i Tabaristan, Tarikh-i Riyan, and Tarikh-i
Mazandaran alongside genealogical records of local dynasties. The analysis classifies the relations
between the Nizaris and Rustamdars into three broad strategic modes: cooperation, confrontation, and
indifference. Each ruling Istandar is contextualized within the broader socio-political transformations of
the region, such as the decline of the Seljuk Empire, the rise of the Khwarazmshahs, and the Mongol
incursions. Hazarasf I's reign, for example, coincided with relative peace, attributed in part to his marital
ties with the family of Kiya Buzurg-Umid, the successor to Hasan Sabbah. In contrast, Istandar Kaykavus
not only aligned himself with Shah Ghazi Bavandi—an ardent opponent of the Ismailis—but also partook
in military operations against them. These confrontations were not merely political but were often infused
with ideological rhetoric that labeled the Ismailis as heretical, culminating in significant bloodshed, as
documented in sources like Tarikh-i Riiyan and Tarikh-i Mazandaran (Marashi & Tasbihi, 1968; Shuja, 2006;
Stern & Badrei, 1997).

The origins of Ismailism in Iran, particularly in the region historically known as Jibal, trace back
to early missionary activities spearheaded by figures like Abdullah ibn Maymun and his disciple Khulaf
in the 9th century. These missionaries identified areas such as Ray, Qom, and Tabaristan as fertile grounds
for conversion due to their Shi’i inclinations. The theological divergence of the Ismailis, especially the
Nizari branch, from Twelver Shi’ism was rooted in succession disputes following Imam Ja’far al-Sadiq’s
death. This led to the belief in the Imamate of Isma'il ibn Ja'far and his son Muhammad, whose lineage
was carried through clandestine activity culminating in the Fatimid Caliphate in North Africa (Khorasani
& Simeonov, 1994; Magrizi & al-Shayal, 1948). The Nizaris, breaking away from the Fatimid central
authority in Cairo, established an independent theocratic order under Hasan Sabbah. The Alamut period
featured a unique blend of esotericism and pragmatic state-building, producing theological innovations
like the "Qiyama" doctrine and complex military strategies including targeted assassinations. Over the
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decades, the Nizaris constructed a defensive network of over 30 strongholds across Iran, including
Girdkuh and Lamasar, and maintained fluctuating alliances or hostilities with neighboring rulers (Irfan
Menesh, 2019; Stern, 1949; Willy, 2005).

The Paduspanids, on the other hand, represent one of the longest-lasting dynastic lines in Iranian
history, with rule extending from the early Islamic period into the Safavid era. Originating from the lineage
of Gil-Gawbara, their rule in Ruyan and the adjacent mountain regions of Mazandaran was characterized
by a blend of Zoroastrian heritage and evolving Shi’a loyalties. The transition from local chieftainship
under the title of Ispahbad to the use of Istandar reflects the growing regional autonomy and political
sophistication of the dynasty. During the Ismaili period, the Paduspanid rulers oscillated between
allegiance to the Bavandids—staunch Twelver Shi’ites—and occasional cooperation with the Nizaris,
often as a strategic hedge against Bavandid dominance. The geopolitical reality of being sandwiched
between two theocratic states led to a series of calculated decisions, such as Istandar Hazarasf II's infamous
ceding of strategic forts like Sardasht to the Ismailis in exchange for protection or favor (Barzegar &
Fumshi, 2001; Gilani & Sotoudeh, 1973; Moein, 1984).

Religious identity played a central role in shaping these alliances and rivalries. While both Ismailis
and Paduspanids traced their legitimacy through Shi’a lineages, the doctrinal rifts between Zaydi,
Twelver, and Ismaili interpretations of Shi’ism often exacerbated tensions. This was especially true during
the reign of Istandar Kaykavus, whose hostility toward the Ismailis was partially fueled by his alignment
with Shah Ghazi Bavandi, known for his anti-lsmaili campaigns and personal enmities with their fida’i
operatives. The killing of Ghazi’s son by Nizari assassins further deepened this animosity. In contrast,
periods of indifference, such as the rule of Istandar Sharakim during the Mongol invasions, reveal a more
pragmatic stance, with local rulers opting for survival and cooperation with Mongol forces—even
participating in the siege of Ismaili strongholds like Girdkuh—rather than pursuing sectarian vengeance
(Ameli & Sotoudeh, 1969; Mirkhwand & Kianfar, 2001; Shabankarei, 1997).

Ultimately, the study concludes that the relationship between the Nizari Ismailis and the
Rustamdar Paduspanids was never static, but rather dynamic and situational. Three distinct strategies—
cooperation, confrontation, and indifference—emerged at various junctures based on religious
compatibility, political expediency, and the influence of third-party actors like the Bavandids and
Mongols. The early cooperation between Hazarasf I and the Ismailis was primarily familial and strategic;
the violent confrontations under Kaykavus were driven by religious antagonism and alliance obligations;
and the indifference of rulers like Sharakim reflected the pragmatic politics of an age dominated by
Mongol power. These shifting strategies underscore the adaptability of local dynasties in medieval Iran,
whose survival depended on nuanced balancing acts amid ideological battles and imperial pressures. The
Nizari Ismailis, despite their ideological rigidity, demonstrated a surprising capacity for negotiation and
alliance, as seen in their relations with rulers like Hazarasf II. Meanwhile, the Paduspanids' trajectory
reveals how peripheral dynasties navigated the sectarian landscape of Iranian highlands, often blending
local traditions with imported doctrinal allegiances.

In conclusion, this extended analysis contributes to our understanding of localized state relations
within the broader canvas of medieval Iranian history. It challenges monolithic views of Ismaili hostility
by highlighting episodes of strategic alliance, even intermarriage, and portrays the Paduspanids not merely
as regional warlords but as critical players in the religious-political matrix of the Caspian hinterlands.




While much scholarship has focused on the Nizaris’ conflicts with imperial forces like the Seljuks and
Abbasids, this study illuminates their interactions with regional powers, offering a richer, more granular
perspective on the era’s sectarian and geopolitical complexities. By mapping these historical episodes with
precision and interpretive depth, the research not only fills a gap in historiography but also sets a
foundation for comparative studies on medieval Islamic governance, sectarianism, and local sovereignty.
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