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This study, drawing on the center—periphery theory, investigates the role of
geographical, ethnic, and structural factors in the emergence and consolidation of the
Kharijites in the regions of Sistan and Kerman. According to this theory, in centralized
political systems, peripheral regions often experience administrative instability, weak
central control, ethnic divisions, and chronic marginalization, thereby creating a
conducive environment for the growth of opposition movements and local resistance.
The primary research question posed by this study is: Why were the Kharijites able to
establish a stable presence in Sistan and Kerman, while such a presence was not
feasible in the central territories of the caliphate? The methodology is historical—
analytical, relying on classical sources and contemporary research to examine the
interactions between the structure of the caliphate and the peripheral regions of Iran.
The findings reveal that the diverse tribal structure, distance from the center,
administrative weakness, intra-ethnic conflicts, and fiscal pressures in these two
regions enabled the Kharijites to establish an “alternative authority” within the
framework of the caliphate. Consequently, the presence of the Kharijites in Sistan and
Kerman should be interpreted as an instance of peripheral action against the center—
an action rooted both in geographical marginalization and the desire to reclaim local
identity and resist domination.

Keywords: Kharijites, center and periphery, Sistan, Kerman, peripheral movement,
alternative authority
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The emergence and expansion of the Kharijites in Sistan and Kerman during the early Islamic
centuries cannot be fully understood without reference to the structural imbalance between central
authority and peripheral regions. Applying the center—periphery theory offers a rich explanatory
framework to investigate how these fringe regions became fertile ground for radical movements. This
theory, originally rooted in economic and political sociology, postulates that in centralized systems,
peripheral areas suffer from administrative neglect, cultural alienation, and infrastructural
underdevelopment, making them susceptible to insurgent ideologies. As articulated by Wallerstein, the
periphery is marked by structural deprivation and recurring resistance to the hegemonic center (Wallerstein,
1980). In the case of Sistan and Kerman—regions located at the eastern margins of the Umayyad and
Abbasid caliphates—the convergence of tribal heterogeneity, ethnic marginality, economic disparity, and
geographic remoteness created an environment conducive to the emergence of an "alternative authority"
spearheaded by the Kharijites. These movements, far from being mere theological aberrations, constituted
social and political expressions of resistance rooted in the lived realities of the periphery (Hagemann et al.,
2020; Kenney, 1991).

A critical element facilitating the Kharijite stronghold in these regions was their geographic
distance from the caliphal center in Damascus and later Baghdad. According to Yaqit al-Hamawi, the
remoteness of Sistan made communication and military deployment from the capital slow and ineffective,
often arriving months after insurrections had erupted (Yaqiit al-Hamawi, 1997). This lag in response allowed
opposition forces ample time to organize, recruit, and entrench themselves. In terms of environmental
determinism, the harsh terrain of southeastern Iran—replete with deserts, swamps, and mountain ranges—
created natural fortifications that impeded centralized intervention and favored localized guerrilla tactics.
Fred Donner identifies the challenge of asserting control over such distant provinces as a recurrent theme
in early Islamic governance (Crone, 2003). More broadly, the failure of the caliphate to maintain a
consistent presence or establish effective bureaucratic systems in these regions only magnified the
autonomy of local actors. Indeed, as Kennedy notes, the provincial administration of the caliphate was
often staffed by transient appointees lacking the capacity or will to integrate tribal societies into the
imperial order (Kennedy, 2004).

The tribal and ethnic configuration of Sistan and Kerman further exacerbated this structural
disjunction. With a mix of Arab settler tribes and indigenous Iranian groups such as the Baloch and
Kurmanj, these regions were mosaics of semi-autonomous communities. Many of these tribes were
historically antagonistic toward one another, and their rivalry created a fragmented social landscape
vulnerable to manipulation and external influence. Crone and Donner both suggest that such tribal
segmentation fostered an environment where anti-central ideologies like those of the Kharijites could
easily gain traction (Crone, 1980; Donner, 1981). The caliphate’s policy of divide-and-rule—pitting one
tribe against another to maintain dominance—often backfired, leading to cycles of retaliation and further
instability. The Kharijites, with their anti-elitist rhetoric and emphasis on egalitarian Islamic principles,
found a receptive audience among disenfranchised tribal factions. The fact that many local leaders tacitly
or openly supported the Kharijites, either as ideological allies or as strategic partners against rivals,
illustrates the porous boundaries between resistance and co-optation in frontier zones (Bosworth, 1994).

From a religious perspective, the doctrinal message of the Kharijites resonated strongly in the
peripheries, where Islam had not yet been fully institutionalized under orthodox paradigms. As Madelung
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explains, the Kharijites’ theological emphasis on justice (‘adl), merit-based leadership, and the rejection
of dynastic caliphate appealed to populations alienated by the aristocratic and Arab-centric policies of the
Umayyads and Abbasids (Madelung, 1997). This ideological appeal was magnified in regions like Sistan
and Kerman, where pre-Islamic belief systems such as Zoroastrianism and local cults had only recently
been supplanted and where Islamic learning was still inchoate. In such a context, the Kharijite emphasis
on Qur’anic literalism and moral absolutism gained a foothold. The writings of Sajistani, who catalogued
diverse sectarian tendencies in Sistan, reflect the pluralism and ideological ferment of the time (Sajistani,
1993). Furthermore, James Scott’s concept of "infrapolitics" is instructive here: in societies where state
ideology fails to dominate, subaltern groups often produce and maintain alternative normative systems
beneath the surface of official discourse (Scott, 2009). The Kharijites’ ability to articulate a coherent,
populist religious counter-narrative positioned them as not just dissenters but as potential governors in
their own right.

Economically, the imbalance between the resource-rich center and the resource-extractive
periphery created fertile ground for rebellion. The caliphate’s fiscal policies heavily favored the heartlands
of Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, while frontier regions like Sistan and Kerman were subjected to high taxation
with little reinvestment. As Lambton has demonstrated, such extractive economic systems sow deep
resentment, particularly when coupled with administrative corruption and discriminatory taxation
practices (Lambton, 1988). The Kharijites capitalized on this economic injustice by proposing a
redistributionist agenda: equal division of booty, abolition of hereditary privilege, and equitable access to
religious and administrative authority. These principles were not merely utopian ideals but strategic
mobilization tools aimed at the economically disenfranchised. Hagemann’s quantitative analysis confirms
that economic marginality often correlates with high frequencies of sectarian rebellion (Hagemann et al.,
2020). Moreover, in regions with limited infrastructure, rudimentary market systems, and volatile climatic
conditions, promises of justice and equity carried immense persuasive power.

Finally, the long-term endurance of the Kharijite movement in southeastern Iran can be partially
attributed to the memory cultures and oral traditions of the tribal communities inhabiting the region.
Stories of foreign valor, piety, and defiance were passed down through generations, solidifying a heroic
narrative that transcended doctrinal adherence. In this regard, the Kharijites became embedded not only
in the political but also the cultural imagination of the periphery. As Berkey notes, the transmission of
religious authority and historical consciousness in Islamic societies often occurred through informal
channels, especially in frontier areas lacking institutional ulama or standardized curricula (Berkey, 2003).
This decentralized dissemination of historical memory ensured that the ideological seeds planted by the
Kharijites continued to bear fruit even in the absence of formal organization. The endurance of their legacy
underscores the role of the periphery not merely as a reactive zone, but as a crucible for alternative
imaginaries of governance, justice, and faith.

In conclusion, this study has illustrated that the entrenchment of the Kharijites in Sistan and
Kerman was not an isolated episode of sectarian extremism, but a symptom of deeper structural
contradictions within the caliphal system. Their emergence should be read as a political and sociological
response to marginalization, not merely a theological deviation. The combination of administrative
neglect, geographic remoteness, ethnic fragmentation, and economic exploitation created the conditions
under which alternative movements could flourish. The Kharijites, in this sense, represented more than a




radical fringe; they embodied the aspirations, frustrations, and agency of the periphery in the face of an
increasingly centralized and exclusionary imperial order. Their story is a powerful reminder that the
margins of empire are never inert but are often sites of innovation, resistance, and counter-sovereignty.
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