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The development of Shi‘ism in its formative period from the 8th to 10th centuries has received little attention from modern scholarship, and the role of the ‘Alid family within that development still less. Scholars as Hodgson, Kohlberg and Madelung have contributed much to our understanding of Shi‘ism; however, their work generally focuses on the emergence of Shi‘ite doctrine, particularly the 

development of Imamism. 


 
The centrality of the ‘Alid family in Shi‘ism is of course well known, yet it remains largely unexplored. My paper focuses on the wide dispersal of the ‘Alids into Iran from the mid 8th century onwards. This is often described in the sources as a reaction to the persecution by the 'Abbasids, following various failed ‘Alid revolts; however, the reason why the ‘Alids overwhelmingly went to Iran, where they came to be known as sayyids and sharifs and played a major role in many aspects of society, is little understood. A "blood aristocracy without peers", as Bulliet has called them, the ‘Alids came to be revered by Sunnis and Shi‘ites alike. I examine the development of the ‘Alid family in the 8th to 10th centuries, their sources of power, their access to resources, their ways of employment and income, and more generally the rise of the ‘Alids as "sadat". Using Talibid genealogies, and Persian local histories, I follow the rise of various branches of the ‘Alid family in the political and religious spheres.
