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Abstract

This study examines the role of the Attashid family (Abd al-Malik and Ahmad b. Abd al-Malik) in the
development of the Ismailis in Iran during the fifth century AH. Relying on a descriptive-analytical method and
a critical examination of historical sources, it analyzes how the da’wa was organized within the hostile
environment of Isfahan and how limited political structures were formed in Shadhzad. The primary research
question asks: How was the Attashid family able to create a network of da’is in the heart of the Seljuk domain,
and what were the factors behind the rise and fall of their rule? The findings indicate that Abd al-Malik Attash,
through strategies based on tagiyya (dissimulation) and internal organization, succeeded in consolidating the
Ismaili presence in Isfahan, although direct evidence regarding the "transfer of the da’wa center" from Egypt to
Iran during this period is limited. Ahmad b. Abd al-Malik, leveraging Seljuk crises, established a local emirate in
Shadhzad. Although this polity collapsed due to structural weaknesses and religious pressures, it represented a
valuable experience of Ismaili governance in Iran. Ultimately, this research concludes that the era of the
Attashids was a pivotal period in the localization and politicization of Ismailism in Iran. While it cannot be
considered the direct origin of the organizational structure of the Nizari Ismaili state of Alamut, it served as a
precursor to the subsequent emergence of Ismailism in Iran by creating favorable social and political conditions.

Keywords: Abd alMalik ibn Ata'ish, Ahmad ibn Abd alMalik Ata'ish, Fatimid Caliphate, Ismaili Da'wah Iran,
Isfahan.

Introduction
This research explores the development of Ismailism in 11th-century Iran, focusing on the ‘Attash family’s influence
in Isfahan and the Shahdiz fortress. The objective is to explain how the Ismaili da ‘wa was organized within a hostile
environment and to analyze the factors behind the rise, continuity, and decline of the ‘Attashid network.

The central issue is how the ‘Attash family established an effective missionary network in the heart of the
Seljuk realm, yet ultimately failed to achieve sustainable political power. This study investigates the mechanisms

* Corresponding author

2476-3306 © University of Isfahan @ @ @ @
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND/4.0/ License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

BY NC ND

d 10.22108/jhr.2026.148676.2933


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3306
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.22108/jhr.2026.148676.2933
https://jhr.ui.ac.ir/
https://jhr.ui.ac.ir/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3306
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9632-7291
mailto:m.chelongar@ltr.ui.ac.ir
mailto:Navagon.mit@gmail.com

Journal of Historical Researches, Vol 18, Issue 2, No. 70, 2026

behind their ascent and the causes of their eventual downfall. The significance of this research lies in clarifying
the link between the da‘wa as a social mechanism and practical local authority, providing insights into the
subsequent evolution of Ismailism in Iran.

The study’s limitations stem from fragmented historical sources and a lack of direct data on the mission’s
inner workings. While existing literature focuses on the macro-history of Ismailism, this research offers a critical
analysis of the ‘Attash family’s specific role.

The research questions are:

1. What were Abd al-Malik ‘Attash’s strategies for stabilizing the mission?

2. How did the ‘Attashids’ relationship with the Fatimid caliphate and the Seljuks shape the orientation and
organization of the mission?

3. What factors led to the ‘Attashids’ collapse and influenced the Ismaili movement’s future trajectory?

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a historical-analytical approach, using a descriptive method to investigate the role and
standing of the Attash family within the developments of Persian Ismailism during the 5th century AH. Due to
the subject matter and the scarcity of primary sources, the study primarily focuses on analyzing available
historical documents and texts, encompassing both contemporary accounts and later scholarly research.

The study endeavors to present a holistic view of the Ismaili da’wah structure in Isfahan, detailing the
family’s political and religious engagements with the Fatimid Caliphate, the Seljuk state, and the local populace.
It will also trace the evolution towards their practical autonomy and subsequent collapse. A comparative
methodology will be utilized to juxtapose the interactions and power plays among the Fatimids, Abbasids, and
Seljuks, assessing their influence on the destiny of Ismailis in Isfahan.

To address the research questions, the historical backdrop of 5th-century Iran and the wider Islamic world
will be delineated. Subsequently, the organizational endeavors of Abd al-Malik Attash and his son Ahmad’s
attempts to establish a de facto state in Shahidz will be scrutinized, based on historical records. Finally, the
research will conclude by analyzing the factors behind their conflicts and the socio-political elements
contributing to their downfall. This comprehensive approach aims to yield a profound and thorough
understanding of this pivotal era in Ismaili history in Persia.

Research Findings

The activities of the Attash family (Abdul Malik and Ahmad ibn Abdul Malik) in the 5th century AH represent a
pivotal turning point in Iranian Ismaili history, signifying a transition from a covert da’wah (mission) to a quasi-
political structure. Research suggests this era was crucial for the “localization and politicization” of the da’wah.

Abdul Malik Attash, utilizing tagiyya and organizational prowess, established a stable network of da’is
(missionaries) in Isfahan, solidifying the Ismaili presence. While direct evidence of a complete shift in the
da’wah’s central leadership from Egypt to Iran is limited for this period, his efforts laid the groundwork for a
more localized and politically engaged movement.

Ahmad ibn Abdul Malik Attash strategically exploited the Seljuk internal crises to create a quasi-
governmental structure in the Shahdez region. This marked a significant practical step towards Ismaili autonomy
and early governance experiments in Iran.

The downfall of this structure was attributed to several factors. The growing Ismaili influence provoked
strong political and religious opposition from the Seljuks and the Sunni population of Isfahan. Furthermore, the
siege of Shahdez and internal structural limitations, including a lack of institutional cohesion and insufficient
military power, contributed to its collapse.

Despite its unfortunate end, the Attashi era was historically vital. It played a crucial role in forging a distinct
Iranian Ismaili identity, revealing the community’s political, social, and organizational potential, and paving the
way for the later Nizari state of Alamut.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions
This research highlights the significant role of the Attash family, particularly Abdul Malik and Ahmad ibn Abdul
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Malik, in Iranian Ismaili developments during the 5th century AH, demonstrating their influence extended
beyond a local branch. Abdul Malik Attash, employing tagiyya, organized a da’wah network in the hostile
environment of Isfahan, elevating Ismailism from a hidden activity to a cohesive, localized movement. This
fostered a more distinct Iranian Ismaili identity and reduced practical reliance on the Fatimid center.

Ahmad ibn Abdul Malik Attash further advanced this by establishing a quasi-governmental structure in
Shahdez, exploiting Seljuk political weakness. This marked the first instance of practical Ismaili autonomy
within Seljuk territory.

The research also explains the failure of this experiment: intense opposition from the Sunni and Shi’i
communities of Isfahan, religious mobilization against Ismailis, Seljuk political pressure, and internal da’wah
limitations all contributed to the Attashis’ fall. However, their historical importance transcends their defeat. This
era created the social, political, and ideological foundations for the later emergence of the Nizaris in Iran and the
shift of the da’wah’s center to Alamut. Thus, the Attashi era represents a crucial transitional phase, marking a
turning point in Ismailism’s evolution from a hidden network to an influential force in Iranian history,
establishing the groundwork for Ismaili independence and a unique Iranian identity.
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