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Introduction
Letter from the Chair:
Hello Delegates!
I am really excited to introduce you to EagleMUNC VII as well as this committee, the
Safavid Empire, 1524-1533. My name is Alysse Carpenter, and I will be your chair for the
duration of this year’s conference. I am a sophomore in the Morrissey College of Arts and
Sciences at Boston College, and I am majoring in Political Science with a minor in Management
and Leadership in the Carroll School of Management. I also have interest in History and English,
so I am considering adding another major in one of those two areas. I have always lived in
Massachusetts, so I didn’t go too far when I chose to go to Boston College; I live about an hour
away in Central MA. I first started getting involved in the political scene in high school through
my local school committee and a program called Massachusetts Girls State; however, my high
school was too small to support a Model UN club, so my first experience with MUN was only
last year. That being said, I always knew it was something that I wanted to be involved in in
college.
Throughout the duration of EagleMUNC VII, we will be diving into the formative years
of the Safavid Empire, which played an enormous role in uniting not only Iran, but also other
major parts of the Middle East in national ties that in large part still endure today under different
names. The ruler of the empire during the period of 1524-1533, Shah Tahmāsp, faced a myriad
of significant challenges as he ascended the throne after his father’s death. We will be discussing
his attempts to gain legitimacy despite his youth, struggles amongst rival tribes in the royal court
to become the dominant influence, and conflicts within the empire as well as with forces
threatening the empire. You will all be representing members of the Qizilbash (military force)
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with a representative of each tribe/clan from the Empire, competing to influence the fate of the
empire and the decisions of the young Shah.
I look forward to meeting with all of you soon, and I hope that you’re as excited as I am
to immerse yourselves in the world of 1524 through 1533! Don’t hesitate to contact me with any
questions you might have, and best of luck in your preparations.
Sincerely,
Alysse Carpenter
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Background Information”
The Safavid Dynasty lasted from 1501 with the capture of Tabriz by Ismail I to 1722 with
the fall of Isfahan. The empire was mainly made up of modern-day Azerbaijan, Iran, and parts of
western Afghanistan, with some disputed lands between the Uzbeks in modern-day Uzbekistan
and Turkmenistan.

The Safavids trace their origin back to a mystical Sufi order, but eventually adopted Shiite Islam
around 1400.1 The Sufi order is based on the Islamic practice in which Muslims seek to find the
truth of divine love and knowledge through direct personal experience with God. It consists of a
variety of paths that are designed to determine the nature of humanity and of God, and to
facilitate the experience of the presence of divine love and wisdom in the world, emphasizing the

1
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role of the prophet Muhammad.2 The Safavids were a part of the sect of Twelvers; the majority
of Shiites (85%) fall under this distinction. Twelvers believe that the descendants of the Islamic
prophet Muhammad through his son-in-law 'Alī are the best source of knowledge about the
Qur'an and Islam, the most trusted carriers and protectors of Muhammad's Sunnah (traditions)
and the most worthy of emulation.3 Similarly to Christians’ belief in the Second Coming of
Christ in Christianity, Twelvers also believe that Mahdi, a redeemer of Islam and analogous to
Jesus in Christianity, was born, vanished for a long spell of time, and will one day return. It
became significant that Isma'il was seen as the Mahdi yet still died, displaying mortal qualities
that did not line up with his claim to be Mahdi called into question both his own legitimacy and
that of his young son Tahmasp.4
Prior to 1501, the city of Tabriz was under the control of Azerbaijan. With the help of the
military force, the Qizilbash, Ismail I was able to take control of the city and establish what
would be known as the Safavid Empire. Ismail’s father was a spiritual Shiite leader of a group
known as the Qizilbash who died in battle against the Sunnis when his son was only a year old.5
In order to protect his family members from the Sunnis, who were the majority group, the Shiites
kept them hidden for years. Young Ismail emerged at age fourteen to ascend to his father’s
position as head of the Qizilbash with great success. He quickly established a base of power in
northwestern Iran, and in 1501 he was able to conquer the city of Tabrīz and proclaimed himself
Shah. He built on that triumph to eventually bring all of modern Iran and portions of present-day
Iraq and Turkey under his rule. In 1510 Ismail struck against the Sunni Uzbek tribes in an
ambush where he was able to defeat a 28,000 strong Uzbek force with only 17,000 men in a
2
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battle near the city of Marv and kill the Uzbeks’ leader Muḥammad Shaybānī.6 Ismail
proclaimed the Shiite sect of Islam to be the official established religion, capitalizing on the fact
that much of the population considered him a Muslim saint as well as Shah. This action
provoked the Ottoman Turks and worsened religious friction. Turkish ruler Sultan Selim I
executed large numbers of his Shīʿite subjects as heretics and potential spies. Then, in 1514 the
Ottomans, with highly trained professional troops armed with muskets and artillery, invaded
northwest Iran, and although Ismail’s forces were weakened, they were able to withstand the
attack.7 Ismāʿīl died at the age of 36, leaving behind his son Tahmasp. Scholars have described
“the Safavids, in bringing a largely nomadic society under the control of a centralized
administrative machine that was used to finance a powerful army, created the basics of an
impressive, modernized state machine that was controlled by a hereditary kingship and that used
religious authority and cultural terms, such as the Persian language, to support a political
infrastructure that eventually would last into the twentieth century”.8

Topic I: The Rise of a New Ruler
The Qizilbash was the military force behind the protection of the empire. Made up of
members from tribes and clans throughout the empire, the Qizilbash was responsible for carrying
out the Shah’s plans of conquest and defense. It was made up of a fighting force of about 7,000
6
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7
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men and divided into units largely upon tribe lines.9 However, tension existed between members
of the group; the more prominent Turk clans often came into conflict with the less prominent
Tajik clans, causing problems amongst the members. What existed as an even larger conflict was
the Safavid’s neighbors to the west, the Ottoman Empire. For many centuries, the Ottomans had
come into conflict with tribes and clans living in Persia, and years of tensions between the
groups continued to lead to war down the road.
After the death of Ismail I in 1524, his ten-year-old son Tahmasp I took the throne. With
the introduction of a new Shah, many questioned what kind of influence he would have on the
society and culture of the empire, as well as how he would continue to strengthen and expand the
empire.10 The relatively new empire is still fragile at this point, so he is tasked with preserving
and strengthening his father’s legacy amidst growing domestic and foreign tensions, including
the looming Ottoman threat, infighting among rival Qizilbash tribes, Sunni/Shia conflicts, and an
upheaval of the government.
The powerful Qizilbash amir Ali Beg Rūmlū (who was given the title of "Div Soltān
Rumlu") served as a mentor and guide to his young ward Tahmasp. He essentially acted as
Tahmasp’s chief advisor with very significant influence, especially considering the Shah’s young
age.11 He viewed his role going forward to be that of a de facto ruler, attempting to seize some
degree of power for himself. In addition, Rūmlū and Kopek Sultān Ustajlu (who had been
Ismail's last wakīl, or deputy) established themselves as co-regents of the young Shah.12 At this
point, the internal rivalries of the Qizilbash were firmly instated, presenting a multitude of

9
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challenges for Tahmasp going forward. The majority of the first two years of Tahmāsp's reign
were largely consumed with Div Sultān’s efforts to eliminate Ustajlu from power so that he
could have more exclusive control over the young Shah’s actions.13 This court intrigue
understandably fed directly into tribal conflict, which was already an underlying issue before the
death of Ismail I. After 1526, times of tentative peace were interspersed with periods of battle
that began in northwest Persia but gradually spread to involve most of the region.14 The absence
of a charismatic figure to serve as a uniting force and rallying point as the masterful Ismail had
created the power vacuum that allowed the tribal leaders to reclaim their traditional prerogative
and threatened to return to the time of feudal warlords. For nearly 10 years, the rival Qizilbash
factions fought each other.
The Ottomans, longtime rivals and enemies of the Persians, viewed the time of transition
as a golden opportunity to try to capitalize on the weakness of their foe, and thus the empire
(particularly in the early years of Shah Tahmasp’s reign) was plagued with the nearly constant
threat of attack.15 The issue at the core of the conflict between the two empires was largely
cultural: while the governments of both were heavily influenced by religious overtones, the
official religion of the Safavid is the Shia branch of Islam while the Ottomans are Sunnis. The
Uzbeks, during the reign of Tahmāsp, attacked the eastern provinces of the kingdom five times,
and the Ottomans under Suleiman I invaded Persia four times.16 Decentralized control over
Uzbek forces was largely responsible for the inability of the Uzbeks to make territorial inroads
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into Khorasan, a fortunate coincidence for Tahmasp and the Safavids. If the Empire wishes to
eradicate these foes, the newfound prevalence gunpowder will be a very significant factor.
The concept of the Safavids as a “gunpowder empire” was a significant factor in their
military prowess and was instrumental in their ability to expand outwards. The three great
powers that arose in a band across western and southern Asia were the Ottoman, Safavid, and
Mughal dynasties which established control over Turkey, Iran, and India respectively, largely
due to the Chinese invention of gunpowder.17 Gunpowder was the first link between the three
and came to prominence in the Ottoman Empire because their enemies already possessed the
weapons and they needed to protect themselves. The other two empires procured these
gunpowder powered weapons in order to defend themselves against the Ottomans and other
countries in the region. They are called the "Gunpowder Empires because their military
successes depended primarily on their monopoly on advanced firearms and cannons”.18

Topic II: Strengthening and Expanding the Safavid Empire
At the height of the empire, about 1532-1736, the Safavids controlled all of modern Iran,
Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Armenia, eastern Georgia, parts of the North Caucasus, Iraq, Kuwait, and
Afghanistan, as well as parts of Turkey, Syria, Pakistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.19
However, it is important to note that the Safavid Empire was not a conquest state: Safavid
conquest did not imply a change in the form of administration. Due to the empire’s immense
17
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size, generally the local governments were allowed to function as before the conquest with
decentralized Safavid supervision. Domestic defense was always the main priority, as during the
reign of Tahmāsp the Safavids were under attack frequently by the Uzbeks and Ottomans.20
During the rapid expansion of the empire, the Safavid regime closely resembled the Aqquyunlu
and Timurid regimes that it supplanted with the rise of Tahmasp’s father, Ismail I, with a similar
governmental setup. In many areas, the local rulers made the regime more real to the conquered
people by connecting it directly to the peasants. Safavid conquest meant continuity, not change,
except for the establishment of Shiism, which was the most significant hallmark of the regime as
compared to other empires. Unlike the Ottoman regime, the mode of expansion was not the
regime’s defining factor.
Safavid military organization inevitably resembled that of the Aqquyunlu and Timurids.
The Safavid army had two main components in its early days under Tahmasp, the confederate
uymaqs and the qurchis.21 The qurchis were the Safavid war band but were different from the
pattern of earlier tribal confederations. Soldiers were recruited as individuals and paid from the
central treasury but the vast majority of them came from the Qizilbash tribes and retained tribal
affiliations. They numbered approximately 1,500 under Ismail I, and they served a multitude of
roles. They acted as the advisors of the Shah in battle, as palace guards, and as royal couriers,
with the occasional independent expedition. In contrast to the meritocracy that permeated the
strictly administrative governmental positions, a spot in the corps was frequently hereditary, and
officers were promoted from within for the most part.22 The chief of the qurchis, called the
qurchibashi, normally came from the dominant uymaq and in actuality had little political power.

20
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The qurchis were part of the tribal power rather than a means of counterbalancing it, which led to
a number of problems with infighting among rival tribes under the shah.

During the reign of Shah Tahmasp, the number of firearms for military use increased to
5,000.23 Descriptions of the Safavid order of battle circa 1528 and of a military review in 1530
show that the Safavid forces then included both battlefield artillery and several hundred light
guns supplemented by several thousand infantrymen also armed with guns. Military slaves
known as qullar were also an important element of the Safavid military. Tahmasp began
development of this military slave corps made up of the converted prisoners from territorial
acquisitions.

The original provincial army, of course, was the Qizilbash confederation, which first
materialized as an army when Ismail united his supporters in Erzincan in 1500. The rivalry
between Ismail’s personal followers and the chiefs of the Qizilbash tribes stems from this initial
meeting of the two groups, predating Tahmasp’s reign by more than two decades. At the time of
the 1530 military review, the Qizilbash tribes provided 84,900 of 105,800 troops.24 The tribal
proportion of actual fighters was probably even greater than indicated. The chief of the most
powerful Qizilbash uymaq normally held the posts of vakil (royal deputy and chief minister) and
amir alumara (commander in chief) as long as the Qizilbash dominance lasted.25 Another
contributing factor to the divisive relations between tribes and within the Qizilbash army was
that the individual soldiers had no direct ties to the ruler at all. Their loyalties were to their
relatives and, ultimately, to their tribal leaders. Aside from occasional reviews like that of 1530,
23
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the central administration had little or no control over the size, equipment, or composition of the
Qizilbash forces. The Safavids’ powerful “gunpowder” army, despite it’s complex and somewhat
decentralized organization, was largely successful in its expansion efforts.

Topic III: Society and Culture under the Shah Government

Another large contributing factor to the success and longevity of the Safavid Empire was
the system of government that perpetuated from the rise of Shah Tahmasp’s father, Ismail I. The
government relied on religious overtones to legitimize the authority of the rulers in the upper
echelons of society; in particular, the Shah himself. The Safavid state was one of checks and
balance, even on the local level, similar to that of the United States in that regard.26 This system
was topped by the Shah, with absolute power over the state, who derived his authority to rule
from his bloodline as a descendant of Muhammad. The extent of the Shah’s power was so
complete, that many visitors from foreign countries believed that Safavid Shahs ruled in what
might be considered a despotic manner. Tahmasp, like the Shahs that followed him, worked to
ensure that his own officials obeyed his wishes through both his own means and through the
structure and laws of the government itself. He fostered a hostile atmosphere among his inferiors
so that they were in constant competition for his favor and watched for treachery even among
their own ranks. To ensure transparency and avoid decisions being made that circumvented the
Shah, a complex system of bureaucracy and departmental procedures had been put in place that
prevented fraud and treason. Each governmental office had a deputy or superintendent, whose
job was to keep records of all actions of the state officials and report directly to the Shah. The
system of meritocracy in the Safavid society also aided this end since promotions were rarely
26
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made on the basis of heritage, meaning that government officials constantly felt the pressure of
being under surveillance and had to make sure they catered to the will of the Shah instead of
furthering their own best interests.27

Specifically, a meritocracy is a society in which officials are appointed on the basis of
their individual worth and skill, and not on the basis of birth or bloodline. The Shah society was
far from being an oligarchy or an aristocracy. Sons of nobles were considered for the succession
of their fathers as a mark of respect for the previous success of the family, but they had to prove
themselves worthy of the position, and unworthy candidates were filtered out. This system was
effective in entirely avoiding an entrenched aristocracy or a caste society, which came to be the
undoing of other major empires. There even are numerous recorded accounts of laymen that rose
to high official posts, as a result of their merits.28 Regardless, the Persian society during the
Safavids was still largely hierarchical with the Shah ruling, aristocrats, and government officials
beneath him, and the common people, merchants and peasants at the bottom. The term dowlat,
which in modern Persian means "government", was then an abstract term meaning "bliss" or
"felicity", and it began to be used as a concrete sense of the Safavid state, reflecting the view that
the people had of their ruler as someone elevated above humanity.29

The Safavids were described as the most civilized people of the East, analogous to the
French in Europe. However, unlike Europeans, they loathed exercise for its own sake, preferring
to spend time more leisurely, and travel was valued only for the specific purpose of getting from

27
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one place to another.30 This perspective might account for the relative ignorance of Persians
regarding other countries of the world. The physical activities the Safavids prized most were
archery, fencing, horsemanship, and hunting, mostly due to their practicality.31 In spite of their
disdain for athletics, the sport of wrestling was an integral part of the Persian identity, and the
professional wrestlers, who performed in competitions called Zurkhanehs, were considered
important members of the society. Each town had their own troop of wrestlers called
Pahlavans.32 The sport also provided citizens with entertainment and spectacle.
In Safavid Persia there was little distinction between theology and the code of laws, or
between divine justice and human justice, as the whole legal system operated under what was
known as Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh). The legal system consisted of two branches: civil law,
which had its roots in sharia, received wisdom, and urf, meaning traditional experience and very
similar to the Western form of common law.33 While the imams and judges of law applied civil
law in their practice, urf was primarily exercised by the local commissioners, who inspected the
villages on behalf of the Shah, and by the Minister of Justice. Both were all secular functionaries
working for the Shah. The highest level in the legal system was the Minister of Justice, and the
law officers were divided into senior appointments, such as the magistrate, inspector, and record
keeper. Lesser ranking officials were the qazi, corresponding a civil lieutenant, who functioned
underneath the local governors and served as judges in the provinces.34

30
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Topic IV: Conflicts with the Ottoman Empire
However, one would be amiss to think that the Shah’s nearly absolute power over the
entirety of the empire meant that rulers faced no challenges or insurgencies. To gain power and
legitimize his claim to rule the people that he brought together, Tahmasp’s father Ismail had
cited his alleged lineage to Ali, which led to his eventual control of the religious warrior order
known as the Qizilbash. By the time Ismail had established the Safavid state, he was the only
major Shiite leader in the Middle East.35 Thus, from the Shia perspective, he was able to claim to
be the only legitimate ruler since the original Islamic branch of schism arose from the succession
of the Prophet Muhammad and the deaths of Ali and his son Husayn, which continued to be a
major belief from the 600’s to the 1500’s. Until the rise of the Safavids, Shiism in politics had
been mostly confined to regional or provincial power struggles.36 Now, it was the basis of a
major expansionist empire.
The Ottoman-Safavid Wars were a continuation of the much older conflict of the schism
between Sunni and Shia Islam. The two branches are at ideological odds, with their principal
difference being the dispute as to who would succeed the prophet Muhammad after his death in
A.D. 632. The issue was who would be the caliph, or the “deputy of God”, in the absence of their
original leader.37 The majority of the followers sided with Abu Bakr, one of the prophet’s closest
companions, but a minority opted for his son-in-law and cousin Ali. This group held that Ali was
appointed by the prophet to be the political and spiritual leader of the fledgling Muslim
community. Subsequently, those who put their faith in Abu Bakr came to be called Sunni (“those
35
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who follow the Sunna,” the sayings, deeds and traditions of the Prophet Muhammad) and those
who trusted in Ali came to be known as Shiite (a contraction of “Shiat Ali,” meaning “partisans
of Ali”).38
Because of the Safavids, Iran (Persia or the Safavid Territory) was converted to a largely
Shiite empire. For instance, when Ismail invaded Iraq in 1508 he destroyed Sunni shrines and
mosques in an attempt to disrupt Sunni worship. This led to revolts which disrupted the Sunni
dominance of the Ottoman Empire. These revolts were sometimes brought on by poor
administration and government corruption however they usually took on the form of religiously
motivated uprisings with religious leaders at the head.39 The roots of Selim’s war with Ismail can
be seen in the violent conflict between Sunni and Shia. Beyond their obvious religious disputes,
the Safavids and Ottomans were also rivals in territorial claims as they battled for control of the
Middle East. Tensions rose to the point of war in 1533.40 The war was triggered by the territorial
disputes between the two empires when the Bey of Bitlis decided to put himself under Persian
protection. On the diplomatic front, Safavids have been engaged in discussions with the
Habsburgs for the formation of a Habsburg-Persian alliance that could attack the Ottoman
Empire on two fronts.41 One might say that the ideological conflicts stemming from the holy war
between the Ottomans and Safavids manifested themselves in the physical combats over land.

Topic V: The Safavid Economy
The growth of Safavid economy is fuelled by the stability which allowed the agriculture
to thrive, as well as trade, due to Iran's position between the burgeoning civilizations of Europe

38
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to its west and India and Islamic Central Asia to its east and north.42 The Silk Road, which led
through northern Iran, had a timely revival in the 16th century. Direct trade with Europe led to
increased globalized connections, particularly with England and The Netherlands which sought
Persian carpet, silk and textiles. Other exports included horses, goat hair, pearls and spices. The
main imports were spice, textiles, metals, coffee, and sugar.43
In the long term, the sea-based trade routes were less significant to the Persians than the
traditional Silk Route. Lack of investment in ship building and the navy allowed the Europeans
with the opportunity to monopolize this trading route, thus leaving the land-based route to the
Safavids, who got a huge portion of their revenue from transit taxes. The revenue came from the
custom charges and transit dues levied on goods passing through the country more so than profits
made from exports.44 Shahs saw the monetary gains from expanding this trade, but faced the
problem of having to deal with the Ottomans, who controlled the two most vital routes: the route
across Arabia to the Mediterranean ports, and the route through Anatolia and Istanbul. In order to
circumvent Ottoman territory and avoid unnecessary conflicts, the Safavids would need to find a
way to safely trade with their allies. In order to create wealth to fund the many conflicts with the
Ottomans, as well as present the perception as a strong and financially stable empire, the
Safavids would need to find a way to become a major exporter of goods and facilitate trade
between multiple entities.

42
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Bloc Positions
Turks (12 delegates)
(Ustadjlu Clan, Rumlu Clan, Shamlu Clan, Dulkidir Clan, Afshar Clan, Qujar Clan, Takkalu
Clan, Turkman Clan, Baharlu Clan, Warsak Clan, Bayat Clan, Quramanlu Clan)
As the Turkish faction of the Qizilbash, each clan will have a delegate representing them
at the conference. These clans are amongst the most significant contributors to Shah Tahmasp’s
father Ismail’s triumph in bringing together the beginnings of the consolidated Safavid empire,
giving them some notable political clout continuing into following administrations. The conflict
between the Turks and the Tajiks is central to the internal issues confronting Shah Tahmasp as
the factions threatened to shatter the fragile unification forged to form the primary military force
of the empire. The Turks were not fully accepted by the Persian nobles as being a part of their
culture and traditions and at times considered themselves to be treated as second class to the
Tajiks. However the Turks are largely responsible for the military and many are members of the
ruling elite. This gives them some leverage against the Tajiks, as they would have large numbers
of soldiers to fight the Tajiks. Members of this bloc are coalesced by their strong dislike for their
Tajik rivals and their resentment at never being fully accepted by Persian society.
Tajiks (5 delegates)
(Talish clan, The Lurs, Siah-Kuh, Kurdish Tribes, and Persian families and clans)
While a smaller group than the Turks, the Tajiks still have an important influence on
empire relations. They are united by their dislike for the Turks, and believe that the Turks do not
fully represent the Persian identity. Some clans, such as the Kurds, live closely to the border of
the Ottoman Empire, and face the prospect of their land being conquered by the Ottomans. The
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Tajiks are responsible for the administration in the empire and many are members of the
governing elite. This gives them leverage over the Turks, as they are able to create laws that
could oppress the Turks.
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Questions to Consider:
Topic I: Rise of the new Shah
● How might Shah Tahmasp’s administration address claims of illegitimacy from both rival
tribes in the Qizilbash and outside threats, especially disputes from Sunnis?
● What compromises might be necessary among the Qizilbash clan leaders to prevent
infighting and ensure domestic tranquility?
Topic II: Strengthening and Expanding the Empire
● How can the government best balance domestic development to protect against external
threats?
● Which empires should the Safavids ally with to promote their interests?
Topic III: Society and Culture
● What role does the hierarchical society play in the formation of the new government and
culture of the Safavids, keeping in mind the meritocracy system?
Topic IV: Conflicts with the Ottoman Empire
● Is it possible for the Safavids to reach a peace agreement with the Ottomans, and if so,
what would that look like?
● How will the Safavids prepare to go to war, should one arise?
Topic V: The Safavid Economy
● How will the Safavids expand and strengthen their trade network within the empire and
to foreign empires?
● How can the Safavids be an active competitor with the Ottoman Empire, and in what
ways can they surpass them?
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