N A N
RO

‘ﬂr‘_)-.".‘}
ZANE AN

THE POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE

ISLAM

IN PREMODERN

Negotiating ldeology and Religious Inquiry

W
<
v
&)
M
O




The Politics of Knowledge in Premodern Islam



Islamic Civilization and Muslim Networks

Carl W. Ernst and Bruce B. Lawrence, editors



The Politics of Knowledge

in Premodern Islam

Negotiating Ideology
and Religious Inquiry

by
Omid Safi

The University of North Carolina Press
Chapel Hill



© 2006 The University of North Carolina Press
All rights reserved

Set in Monotype Garamond
by Tseng Information Systems, Inc.

Manufactured in the United States of America

The publication of this book was supported by a subvention

from the Colgate University Research Council.

The paper in this book meets the guidelines for permanence
and durability of the Committee on Production Guidelines for

Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Safi, Omid, 1970~
The politics of knowledge in premodern Islam : negotiating ideology
and religious inquiry / by Omid Safi.
p. cm. — (Islamic civilization and Muslim networks)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8078-2993-5 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN 0-8078-5657-6 (pbk. : alk. papet)

1. Seljuks — History. 2. Islamic Empire —Politics and government.
I. Title. II. Islamic civilization & Muslim networks.
Ds27.525 2006
956.1'014—dc22 2005052886
10 09 08 07 06 5 43 21



ishq ast dar asman paridan

“Look! This is love . . .
to leap towards the heavens.”
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Foreword

The Politics of Knowledge in Premodern Islam: Negotiating Ideology and Religions Inquiry
is the fourth volume to be published in our series, Islamic Civilization and
Muslim Networks.

Why make Islamic civilization and Muslim networks the theme of a new
series? The study of Islam and Muslim societies is often marred by an overly
fractured approach that frames Islam as the polar opposite of what “Western-
ers” are supposed to represent and advocate. Islam has been objectified as the
obverse of the Euro-American societies that self-identify as “the West.” Po-
litical and economic trends have reinforced a habit of localizing Islam in the
“volatile” Middle Eastern region. Marked as dangerous foreigners, Muslims
are also demonized as regressive outsiders who reject modernity. The negative
accent in media headlines about Islam creates a common tendency to refer
to Islam and Muslims as being somewhere “over there,” in another space and
another mind-set from the so-called rational, progressive, democratic West.

Ground-level facts tell another story. The social reality of Muslim cul-
tures extends beyond the Middle East. It includes South and Southeast Asia,
Africa, and China. It also includes the millennial presence of Islam in Europe
and the increasingly significant American Muslim community. In different
places and eras, it is Islam that has been the pioneer of reason, Muslims who
have been the standard-bearers of progress. Muslims remain integral to “our”
world; they are inseparable from the issues and conflicts of transregional, pan-
optic world history.

By itself, the concept of Islamic civilization serves as a useful counter-
weight to that of Western civilization, undermining the triumphalist framing
of history that was reinforced first by colonial empires and then by the Cold
War. Yet when the study of Islamic civilization is combined with that of Mus-
lim networks, their very conjunction breaks the mold of both classical Orien-
talism and Cold War area studies. The combined rubric allows no discipline to

[xi]



xii Foreword

stand by itself; all disciplines converge to make possible a refashioning of the
Muslim past and a reimagining of the Muslim future. Islam escapes the time-
less warp of textual norms; the additional perspectives of social sciences and
modern technology forge a new hermeneutical strategy that marks ruptures
as well as continuities, local influences as well as cosmopolitan accents. The
twin goals of the publication series in which this volume of essays appears are
(1) to locate Islam in multiple pasts across several geo-linguistic, sociocultural
frontiers, and (2) to open up a new kind of interaction between humanists and
social scientists who engage contemporary Muslim societies. Networking be-
tween disciplines and breaking down discredited stereotypes will foster fresh
interpretations of Islam that make possible research into uncharted subjects,
including discrete regions, issues, and collectivities.

Because Muslim networks have been understudied, they have also been
undervalued. Our accent is on the value to the study of Islamic civilization
of understanding Muslim networks. Muslim networks inform both the span
and the function of Islamic civilization, while Islamic civilization provides
the frame that makes Muslim networks more than mere ethnic and linguis-
tic subgroups of competing political and commercial empires. Through this
broad-gauged book series, we propose to explore the dynamic past, but also
to imagine an elusive future, both of them marked by Muslim networks. Mus-
lim networks are like other networks: they count across time and place be-
cause they sustain all the mechanisms—economic and social, religious and
political —that characterize civilization. Yet insofar as they are Muslim net-
works, they project and illumine the distinctive nature of Islamic civilization.

We want to make Muslim networks as visible as they are influential for the
shaping and reshaping of Islamic civilization.

Carl W. Ernst
Bruce B. Lawrence
Series editors
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Transliteration Systems and Chronologies

There is an old joke, frequently told by Persian and Turkish Sufis, regarding
the famous wise fool, Mulla Nast al-Din [Turkish = Hoca]. He was asked to
give a sermon in front of hundreds at a mosque. He ascended to the top of the
pulpit, and said, “Who knows what I am going to talk about?” The crowd,
no doubt baffled, sat in silence. Mulla Nasr al-Din said, “Well, if you don’t
know what I am talking about, then I will not waste my time on you.” He got
up and left.

The next day, he came back to the same mosque and repeated his question.
The crowd, trying to learn their lesson from the previous day, raised their
hands in unison. Mulla Nasr al-Din said, “Well, if you know what I am going
to talk about, then there is no point in me wasting my breath.” He got up
and left.

On the third day, he returned to the mosque for a third time and repeated
the same question. The crowd had prepared for this. Half of them raised their
hands, while the other half remained silent. Mulla Nast al-Din turned to the
crowd and said: “Since half of you know what I am going to say, I ask them
to tell the other half that do not.” He got up and left.

A long-standing and virtually glorious tradition requires scholars of Islamic
studies to bemoan the limitation of transliteration systems. The problem is
real, particularly for a project like this that makes a point of incorporating
Arabic, Persian, and Turkish sources. Is it clear to the audience that al-
Djuwayni of Encyclopaedia of Islam is the same person a Persianist might refer
to as Joveyni? Much have I anguished over calling the famed theologian Gha-
zali or al-Ghazali. The choice is indeed political: does one favor the Arabic
transliteration system over its @jami counterparts? In doing so, how does one
come to privilege or contest the old Arabist bias of Islamic studies? What does
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one do when the sources themselves are not in agreement, now referring to
him as al-Ghazali, now as Ghazali?

Thave attempted to strive for consistency. Without being entirely satisfied,
I have adopted the IJMES transliteration system for Arabic to transliterate all
the terms. I have made very minor changes to the Arabic system of IJMES,
such as using “Ty” instead of “iyy” when the final “1” form is doubled (for ex-
ample, Nizamiya, al-Shafi‘ya, etc.). I am well aware that many Persian and
Turkish names end up being transliterated in a way that does not accurately re-
flect their pronunciation. For example, the figure who sparked my interest in
this project will always be Eynol-Qozat Hamedani to me, not ‘Ayn al-Qudat
al-Hamadhani. Yet my goal has been to ensure that the interested parties can
reproduce the orthography of the names in the original languages.

It is my sense that some of the readers of this work may not care about the
choice of the transliteration system, while the most advanced scholars will be
able to easily deduce the original from any system. Perhaps the best that we
can do is to recall Mulla Nasr al-Din’s example and ask those who know to
inform those who do not.

The manuscript was initially typed using the Macintosh font Jaghbub.
Being unable to convert that font into a format usable for typesetting, we
underwent the arduous process of converting the diacritical marks into a new
font. Now I know why the great Persian bard Hafez said: “The pain of this
love I have tasted—don’t ask . . . 1”

The documenting of dates provides another challenge. Whenever possible,
I have used a double notation system of the /4jr7 calendar followed by the
Gregorian (Christian) one. As such, a notation such as sos /1111 indicates an
event that took place in the sosth lunar year after the ijra of Prophet Muham-
mad from Mecca to Medina, coinciding with the solar year 1111 c.E. In the
beginning stages of this project, I relied upon the tried and true resource,
Ferdinand Wiistenfeld’s Vergleichungs-Tabellen der Mubammedanischen und Christ-
lichen Zeitrechnung (Leipzig, 1854). Praise be to God who provides us with more
convenient Internet sources. I have been delighted to use the services of the
“Conversion of Islamic and Christian dates” web page, provided by Orien-
talisches Seminar der Universitit Ziirich. This reliable site is accessible at
<http: //www.unizh.ch /ori /hegira.html>.

A double-notation system is a bit cumbersome, but I hold it necessary. It is
an essential reminder that people around the world conceive of time and space
differently. It is the most basic level of ot projecting our own Western world-
view on premodern Nile-to-Oxus subjects. The double-notation system is my
attempt at representing my own approach to the material: giving a voice to
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the concerns and worldviews of my premodern friends while acknowledging
my own situatedness in a largely (though not exclusively) Western worldview.
The tension between the two recapitulates much of the intellectual, aesthetic,
and spiritual tensions of my own life. I have deemed it best to preserve the
tensions, and not bury them.
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Introduction

In an appealing and deceivingly simple article tracing the connections be-
tween ideology and the study of religion, Bruce Lincoln states that it is diffi-
cult to understand the systems of ideology that operate in one’s own society
for two reasons: first, that one’s own consciousness is itself a product of the
very system that one is seeking to analyze. Second, and more importantly for
our present purposes, “[TThe system’s very success renders its operations invisible,
since one is so consistently immersed in and bombarded by its products that
one comes to mistake them (and the apparatus through which they are pro-
duced and disseminated) for nothing other than ‘nature.””

This project is about making the political ideology of the ruling class of
one particular Islamic society un-invisible. The premodern Islamic world of
Iran in the eleventh and twelfth centuries c.E., the era of the Great Saljags,
would seem to be distant enough from my own experience to allow for an in-
depth, critical exploration of the way in which ideology can mediate between
the realms of religious thought and politics.” How I got to the Great Saljags,
however, was not so much by design as by learning from disaster.

After the 1979 Iranian revolution my family left Iran to move back to the
States, where I had been born. The main reasons were twofold: to avoid my
conscription into the military (nizam vazifa) and to allow me to pursue a career
in medicine. Somewhere along the way, after a few classes on Persian poetry
and Islamic mysticism, the idea of spending years in medical school seemed
less attractive than reading up on these mystics, who (at the time) seemed to
offer me a nostalgic glimpse of the less complicated world before 1979.

In graduate school, I tried my best to immerse myself in Rumi or another
one of the Persian mystics whom I had hoped would help me recover the fluid
religiosity of my childhood. Like many other expatriate Iranians, I sought
to—and perhaps needed to—identify a de-politicized (and preferably de-

historicized) realm of spiritual poetry out of which I could resurrect a world-
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view that was at once spiritual and rational, tolerant and modern. As naive
as that process sounds even to my own ears now, it was precisely through
studying one such mystic that I came back full circle and was forced to con-
front the same questions of religious ideology that had led my family to leave
Iran in the first place. Years later, I came to see the wisdom of the words of
another soul who had spent the majority of his life in exile, Edward Said.
Without minimizing the sense of loss, Said rightly points out the construc-
tive elements of being in exile, in the sense of enabling, even forcing, one to
incorporate multiple viewpoints and parameters.’

It would be tempting for me to fabricate a tale about how I set out with
great purpose and deliberation choosing a period of Islamic history to study.
That would be a wonderful narrative, but it would not be my story. The truth
of my own experience with this project which by now has consumed almost
fifteen years of my life, is that it is not one that I could have imagined writ-
ing a few years ago. It, like so many scholarly projects, grew out of a com-
plete failure: a fiercely and pathetically ahistorical paper on the Indian Chishti
Sufi Mas‘ad Bakk (d. 790/1387). The paper had two consequences: earning the
merciful wrath of my mentors and introducing me to a figure whom Mas‘ad
Bakk had emulated, ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani (d. 525/1131).

I had grown up with Sufi poetry and had read my share of Islamic phi-
losophy and mysticism in graduate school. But nothing could have prepared
me for what I was about to find in ‘Ayn al-Qudat: a passionate and fiery mys-
tic whose rhetoric would soar to the highest discourse on lover and beloved,
and in the next paragraph unleash a scathing critique of unjust sultans and
administrators of his time period. He was for me Rumi and Ibn ‘Arabi, poet
and social critic, lover and philosopher, all wrapped up in one. My first read-
ing through his masterpiece, the Zamhbidat, was both inspiring and frustrating.
It was the great novel that one never wants to end, turning each page more
and more slowly when nearing the end. The end for this brilliant intellectual,
sadly, was a tragic execution at the hands of the Saljaq regime.

The accounts of his death are fantastic, and I will return to them in the
sixth chapter of this study. He is said to have been condemned in court, hung
from the gallows, and burnt in front of the madrasa in which he taught. Espe-
cially considering his execution at the young age of thirty-three, the number,
range, and depth of the writings left behind by ‘Ayn al-Qudat astonished me.
On so many occasions I wondered how the history of Persian Sufism, indeed
the landscape of religiosity in the Persianate world, would have looked had
he been allowed to live to a ripe age. That sense of loss for what could have
been led me to what had been; I had to find out why he was killed, why he had
to be killed, why the narratives state over and over again that he was killed so
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violently, and why all this was done in front of his madrasa. The overlap be-
tween religion and politics, mysticism and heresy, punishment and protest,
was here in full effect. To figure out something about why he was killed, I had
to know something about his followers, those whom he criticized, and those
who issued the death sentence against him and executed him.

What had started out for me as a very conventional study of one individual
mystic in the rather unimaginative genre of “life, times, and works” began
to expand to a study of the social history of eleventh-and twelfth-century
Islamdom. It had been natural enough for me to be interested in Sufis like
‘Ayn al-Qudat. The “zooming back” process started to include other com-
munities that I had hitherto not thought much about: the communities of
the Sufis’ disciples and hagiographers, the communities of competing wlama’
(religious scholars), the court administrators, the ‘Abbasid caliphs and their
court, the Saljiiq sultans and their court, poets and historians, soldiers and
viziers. Somehow I found myself with copies of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s wondrous
texts along with remarkably dull Saljaq chronicles side by side on my cluttered
desk. I would soon need a bigger desk and a much wider framework.

The same theorist cited above, Bruce Lincoln, goes on to state that for
the “would-be student of ideology” it might be more fruitful to examine the
“ideological products and operations of other societies.”* The “other” society
that I would study was still Islamic Iran, but safely removed goo years from
the turmoil of the 1979 revolution. My project would consist of making the
ideological operations of the Saljuqs visible. The ideological operation with
which I have been particularly concerned is the negotiation between power
and the politics of knowledge. I have sought here to examine the intercon-
nectedness of Saljaq political ideology and religious inquiry in premodern
eleventh- and twelfth-century Iran and Iraq. A corollary goal is that of read-
ing the apparatuses through which this ideology was produced and dissemi-
nated. In other words, it is to identify the discourse of religious legitimacy
not as “natural”, but as one that is contextual, constructed, situated, and con-
tested. If the events of 1979 (and the subsequent exile /migration) had proven
too traumatic to allow for a critical study, I sought to study some of the same
dynamics in the distant world of the Saljags.

Politics and Legitimization through Claims of Orthodoxy
(nikdt itigad )
From the tenth century onward, successive waves of Central Asian Turkic

tribes entered the Iranian plateau.” Many of these tribes held considerable
military power, and were able to overpower existing regimes. The earliest
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tribe to be armed not only with raw force (shawka) but also with an ideologi-
cal claim as the upholders of allegedly normative Sunni Islam was the Sal-
jaq tribe. In 429 /1038 the Saljiq warlord Tughril entered Nishapar and made
the sermon (&hutha) in his own name. It was here that he adopted the hon-
otific al-sultan al-muazzam (“Exalted Ruler”). The Saljaq forces triumphantly
entered the caliphal capital of Baghdad in 447 /1055, supposedly to rescue the
Caliph al-Q#’im from an Isma‘Tli uprising. Unlike the conveniently distant
Sunni Ghaznavids, the powerful Saljuq presence and power had to be both
acknowledged and legitimized. This project is concerned with intertwined
issues of power and knowledge that arose as a result of the Saljiq presence
and the ramifications of Saljaq state ideology for political loyalty and religious
inquiry. Our primary concern is to document how Saljaq political culture in-
formed the parameters in which intellectual inquiry could be undertaken, and
in return, the ways in which this same intellectual process was used to legiti-
mize Saljiq state ideology.

The Saljaqgs are repeatedly described in the historical sources as possess-
ing niki itigad, quite literally “good-doctrine,” that is, orthodoxy. Every con-
struction of orthodox doctrine needs to be defined against a heretical oppo-
site. In the case of the Saljags, this opponent was Isma‘ilism.° The Isma‘ili
threat was conceived of as both doctrinal and political. To combat Isma‘ilism,
the construction of Saljiq orthodoxy required a process of manufacturing
heresy. The raison d’étre of the Saljuqs was defending Sunni Islam. This
required a response to the epistemological and military threats that were as-
sumed to endanger the safety, integrity, and unity of the Islamic #wma (com-
munity). The military response of the Saljaqs against the Isma‘ilis was accom-
panied by a state-sponsored systematization of the various Islamic intellectual
disciplines and the propagation of that state-approved interpretation of Islam
through the madrasa system. This process of validating certain branches of
knowledge implied the invalidation of realms of thought which were deemed
heretical. We are also concerned here with the political and intellectual pro-
cess of validation /invalidation undertaken by the Saljaqs and the “‘ulama’ who
supported them. I will argue that Saljaq ideology involved a dual process of
legitimizing irresistible power by empowering orthodox knowledge.

The first element of Saljiq ideology was the legitimization of irresistible
power. Ruling over a region that now featured Persian, Arab, and Turkish
Muslim (as well as significant non-Muslim) populations, the Saljags sought to
legitimize themselves based not only on Islamic principles, but also on Turkic
and pre-Islamic Iranian Sasanian ideals. A number of significant legal schol-
ars and viziers deployed the above modes of legitimization, arguing that in
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every age God bestows power and force (shawka) on a single group. In this
age, that single group was held to be the Saljaq Turks. The task of defining
the problematical and perpetually changing relationship between the Saljaq
Sultanate (holders of power) and the ‘Abbasid Caliphate (symbol of religious
authority) fell most directly on the capable shoulders of Nizam al-Mulk and
scholars such as Aba Hamid al-Ghazali. At the same time, religious figures
(‘ulama’ and Sufis) in the Saljaq state were called upon to bless the Saljugs,
conferring on their otherwise brute power an aura of sacrosanct authority.
While certain Sufis (Ahmad-i Jam, Aba Sa‘id-i Abi ’1-Khayr) were successfully
appropriated by the Saljaqgs, some such as Ahmad-i Ghazali remained neu-
tral. The Sufis (such as ‘Ayn al-Qudat) who opposed the Saljuq state ideology
and questioned the basis of its legitimacy were forcefully silenced. Both the
theoretical justification of the sultanate on Islamic and Sasanian grounds as
well as the seeking of saintly baraka (transferable power-grace) are processes
of acknowledging and legitimizing irresistible power.

For the Saljags to legitimize themselves as the upholders and guardians of
Sunni Islam, they needed to draw clear distinctions between orthodox and he-
retical thought. The Saljugs’ military struggle against the allegedly heretical
Isma‘ili forces was mirrored by the ideological battle the Saljaq-patronized
religious scholars waged against what they deemed heretical thought. The
need to identify, demarcate, and defend orthodoxy was part and parcel of Sal-
jaq ideology. This brings us to the second element of Saljuq ideology, that of
defining, regulating, and enforcing orthodoxy.

Empowering orthodox knowledge involved a collaborative effort between
the Saljuq Sultans and the supreme administrator, Nizam al-Mulk, who estab-
lished madrasas for the propagation of state-approved Islamic thought. The
foremost proponents and symbols of this state-sponsored orthodoxy were
Abit °]-Maali al-Juwayni and his student, Aba Hamid al-Ghazali. While pre-
vious scholars, such as al-Qushayri and Aba Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, had been
involved in the systematization of Islamic thought, that movement had not
been coupled to the madrasa as the site of the production of knowledge. From
this point on the madrasa would produce religious scholars who produced and
propagated the Saljaq-sponsored ideology, as well as civil administrators who
would carry on the task of running the bureaucracy of the empire.

A further dimension of the Saljiaq attempt to empower orthodox knowl-
edge was their patronage of those Sufi saints who were depicted as bestowing
their baraka on the Saljags, thus legitimizing them. The Saljugs often con-
tributed to the establishment of Sufi lodges (&hanaqabs) for these Sufis and
their descendants. The khanaqah and the madrasa were the two institutions
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of knowledge sponsored by the Saljags, and many religious scholars of this
time period moved with great fluidity between the two. I will argue that what
the Saljugs were primarily interested in was not the mystical teachings of Sufi
masters per se, but rather the power of sainthood as a social phenomenon,
the power to legitimize.

The Saljags and Ideological State Apparatuses

The French theorist Louis Althusser differentiated between what he termed
repressive State Apparatus and coercive Ideological State Apparatuses in an
influential essay titled “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes
towards an Investigation).”” The repressive State Apparatus includes the po-
lice, government, administration, courts, army, and prison system.® While
there would be one Repressive State Apparatus, there could be a plurality of
what Althusser termed coercive Ideological State Apparatuses. The different
facets of the coercive Ideological State Apparatuses could be manifested in
a wide variety of institutions, including but not limited to religious, educa-
tional, family, trade-union, etc.” One important distinction between the two
is that while the Repressive State Apparatus operates by violence, the coercive
state apparatuses function by ideology. Althusser states that no class can hold
state power for a long period of time unless it can exercise hegemony over the
coercive Ideological State Apparatuses.'

The Great Saljags held power for over a century, a long time by the stan-
dards of the turbulent world of premodern Islamdom. This project is partially
concerned with identifying their Repressive State Apparatus, which operated
through violence and brought them to a position of power. However, it is
even more interested in their multifaceted usage of various coercive Ideologi-
cal State Apparatuses. As Althusser predicted, these apparatuses are multiple,
and can operate through a number of different formats. To see all the vari-
ous ways that Saljiaq ideology operated in society, we must look beyond just
political history, or even a study of the Saljuq government.

In this study, I will look at a number of different institutions that fit the
parameters of what Althusser identified as coercive Ideological State Appa-
ratuses. These will include the madrasa, the khanaqah, surveillance and re-
connaissance, and the land-grant (igza°) system. In order to account for these
multifaceted apparatuses, we will have to examine a wide range of sources and
communities. In a section following this introduction, I will identify the key
individuals and primary sources consulted in this project.
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Time Period of the Study

One of the more challenging aspects of this study is setting chronological
boundaries that can be justified with respect to the available data. Most studies
of the Great Saljaqs point to their ruling period, namely 429 /1038 to 552 /1157,
as the bookends of their study. However, my own discussion of the Saljaqs
will start earlier, in the aftermath of the bitter defeat they suffered at the hands
of the Ghaznavid Sultan Mahmud in 420/1029. It was at this time that the
Saljags distinguished themselves from other Central Asian Turkic tribes mi-
grating to the Iranian plateau by ideologically presenting themselves as cham-
pions of Sunni Islam. By 431/1040, the Saljags had recovered to the point of
being able to infiltrate Khurasan. I will be most concerned with the activities
of the Great Saljiqgs in the Iranian Plateau and Iraqup to 552 /1157. However, it
is perhaps misleading to suggest that 552 /1157 is the end period for this study,
as almost all the available data about this period comes from historical sources
composed during the two centuries after this date.

This revised chronology highlights the importance of three significant
mystics whose hagiographies are important sources for the study of how the
Saljuqgs come to be legitimized and contested; two are examples of successful
cooperation between the political and mystical powers. The first, Aba Sa‘id-i
Abi *I-Khayr (d. 440/1049), is associated with the first two Saljaq warlords,
Tughril (d. 455/1063) and Chaghri Beg (d. 452,/1060), as well as the architect
of the whole Saljuq regime, the vizier Nizam al-Mulk (d. 485/1092). The sec-
ond saintly figure, Ahmad-i Jam (d. 536 /1141), is associated with the last ruler
of the Great Saljugs, Sultan Sanjar (d. 552/1157). The relationships between
these men of power—some whose power was through raw force, and some
through authoritative sanctity (wiliya) —mark the beginning and end of our
study. The third figure, the already alluded to ‘Ayn al-Qudat, comes in the
middle, marking the most vigorous challenge to the dominant Saljaq state
ideology.

Muslim Networks in the Saljaq Era:
Culture of Negotiations and Contestations

In a thought-provoking essay on the ramifications of ideology for religious
studies, Gary Lease has argued that all societies are perpetually involved in
producing systems of ideologies. Furthermore, “In order to sustain such sets,
or systems of ideologies, authority is needed to impose them on those seg-
ments of society which may have constructed quite different, or variant cata-
logs of definitions.”"" In applying this thesis to the Saljaqs, we are confronted
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with segments of society that did have alternate definitions, or alternate sets
of ideologies. The success of the Saljiq regime as a military, administra-
tive, religious, and intellectual system depended on its ability to come to
terms with these various competing systems of ideology, embedded in dis-
tinct though interconnected Muslim networks.

One of the key ambitions of this project is that of expanding our scope
beyond the conventional genre of dynastic history. Instead, I propose that a
social history of the premodern period in Muslim societies needs to account
for the various networks of contestation and negotiation among the multiple
social, political, religious, and mystical clusters. Saljaq culture, both politi-
cal and intellectual, was primarily characterized by an ongoing and shifting
network of negotiations among these various networks: between the Saljaqs and
the ‘Abbasid Caliphs, the Saljigs and their military core of Ttrkmen tribes-
men, the Turkic Saljigs and their Persian administrators, the various Saljaq
princes, the competing aspirants to the vizierate and the intellectuals they pa-
tronized, the various intellectuals seeking teaching posts at prestigious ma-
drasas, the saints bestowing their baraka on the Saljiags in exchange for prom-
ises of justice and compassion for the people, and between the disciples of the
Sufis and the Saljiq notables. Even in those cases where a coalition of forces
was able to establish dominance, it did not go unchallenged. No less a figure
than the premier theologian of the age, Abt Hamid al-Ghazali, was charged
with heresy. Nizam al-Mulk, the principal vizier of the age and the architect
of the Saljaq state, was constantly dealing with political maneuverings against
him by his antagonists. The foremost Saljaq watlord, Sanjar, spent forty years
putting down uprisings from within his own family. Any in-depth study of
Saljuq politics and society will have to be framed against this background of
contention.

In order to be able to document these networks of contestation among the
many different systems of ideologies, it is important not to limit our approach
to any one genre of primary sources, be they historical chronicles, works of
theology, or Sufi hagiographies. To get a sense of the contested world of Sal-
jaq ideologies, it is imperative to juxtapose many different types of sources.
One of the distinguishing features of this project is that it juxtaposes some
seventy thousand pages of primary sources from a wide range of genres to
document the negotiations among these various Muslim networks. I have dis-
cussed the key figures and genres of primary sources analyzed throughout this
project in a section that will follow this introduction.
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Outline of This Project

Beyond the introduction, this project will proceed through six chapters. The
first two, by identifying the social and political background of Iran in the
aftermath of the Saljaq invasion, attempt to make their ideological claims
un-invisible. The last two chapters deal with Sufis who have either legitimized
the Saljags (and been patronized by them), or alternatively contested Saljaq
state ideology. The middle two chapters act as a bridge. Chapter 3 identifies
the interest that the Saljaqs displayed in intellectual institutions, particularly
the madrasa and the khanaqah, along with other institutions such as the land
grant and surveillance. Chapter 4 will look at the role of political treatises
written by madrasa scholars in legitimizing the Saljuqgs’ religious ideology.

The first chapter, “Deconstructing the Great Saljiq Myth,” discusses the
rise of the Saljags from a nomadic confederation of tribes in the Central Asian
steppes to the would-be defenders of normative Islam. In doing so, I will
begin with their alleged (and well publicized) rescue of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate
when the latter was confronted with an Isma‘ili revolt. I will seek to make
visible the elements of Saljiaq ideology that have been accepted uncritically by
virtually all later scholars. Saljiq ideology has been so successful that it has
been accepted as natural."

I'will begin by identifying the central narratives cited by later historians in
which the ideological justifications of the Saljuq regime are first introduced:
their obedience to Sunni Islam, their loyalty to the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, their
promotion of social order, their patronage of ‘ulama’ and Sufis, and their
putting down of heretical movements. I will then undermine such idealized
legitimizing narratives by bringing to light underexplored sources and narra-
tives. I will demonstrate that contrary to these ideological claims, the Saljaqs
were in reality yet another pillaging Central Asian tribe marching onto the
Iranian plateau. What set them apart was that the caliph viewed them as the
most cooperative of these groups. During the subsequent two generations,
Nizam al-Mulk provided the Saljugs with a complete image makeover, rep-
resenting them as the defenders of normative Islam and Islamdom.

Central to the conclusion of this chapter will be a deconstruction of the
key concept of Saljaq state ideology, the myth of Saljuq loyalty to the ‘Abbasid
Caliphate. While the Saljuqs paid lip service to their support of the ‘Abba-
sid Caliphate, this chapter documents tensions and hostilities between the
two, even leading to Saljiq attempts to do away with the caliphate altogether.
Once we have de-privileged the Saljaqs as the idealized defenders of Sunni
Islam, we are better situated to undertake a closer study of the actual relations
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between the holders of power and holders of knowledge. By focusing on the
hostilities between the Saljaq Sultanate and the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, as well as
by documenting the social strife created by the Saljuqs, I aim to render their
ideology visible.

The second chapter focuses on the life and career of the man that many
sources came to identify as the personification of the Saljuq regime: Nizam
al-Mulk. This chapter, titled “The Nizam’s Realm, the Orderly Realm,” will
present Nizam al-Mulk as the linchpin connecting together the Saljaq Turks,
the ‘ulama’, the Sufis, and the ‘Abbasid Caliphate. Many of the coercive state
apparatuses, such as the patronage of madrasas and the systems of surveil-
lance and reconnaissance, were orchestrated by Nizam al-Mulk to support the
Saljuq state ideology.

It is one of the tenets of this project that the rise of various schools of
thought in this period was directly linked with the fate of their political pa-
trons, and the case of Nizam al-Mulk provides us with a great example. The
early period of Nizam al-Mulk’s career coincided with that of the vizier ‘Amid
al-Mulk Kunduri (d. 456 /1064). Kunduri used his position of prominence to
exile the Ash‘arT (and by extension, ShafiT) scholars from Khurisan. When
Nizam al-Mulk brought about the fall of ‘Amid al-Mulk, he was also able
to secure the return of the Ash‘ari-Shafi‘ clan, for whom he established the
Nizamiya madrasa. Clearly, any study of the intellectual trends in this time
period would have to account for such political competitions. Likewise, a po-
litical history of the Saljugs should keep an eye on the ramifications of politi-
cal upheaval for various schools of thought patronized by different political
notables. I will also focus on the contrasting advice offered by Nizam al-Mulk
and Kunduri with respect to dealing with the caliphate.

This chapter will also deal with the challenges to the authority of Nizam
al-Mulk toward the end of his illustrious career from both a rival vizier, Taj al-
Mulk, and the most powerful female political figure of the day, Tarkan Kha-
tan. I will demonstrate that the assassination of Nizam al-Mulk was not due
to an Isma‘ili conspiracy but to the plotting of these two characters. Not even
the great Nizam al-Mulk’s authority would go uncontested.

Chapter 3, entitled “Saljaq State Apparatuses,” identifies the main coer-
cive ideological state apparatuses deployed by Nizam al-Mulk, including the
iqta‘ system, surveillance and reconnaissance, the establishment of madrasas,
and the patronage of khanaqahs. In discussing these institutions, I will also
discuss how they each managed to contribute to the larger process of legiti-
mizing and maintaining Saljaq rule and legitimacy. I will also note how these
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apparatuses came to be contested from both within and outside of the Sal-
jiiq state.

Chapter 4 is titled “The Shifting Politics of al-Ghazali.” This chapter will
focus on #he madrasa intellectual of the Saljuq era, the notable al-Ghazali.
Rather than presenting his philosophical or theological views, I will trace
how he continuously changed his political treatises to account for the chang-
ing political times. As the Saljugs rose to positions of greater and greater
prominence vis-a-vis the ‘Abbasid Caliphs, al-Ghazali turned gradually from
a model focused on the caliphate to one envisioning cooperation between
the caliphate and sultanate before finally writing his last two political trea-
tises completely focused on the Saljaq Sultanate. The writing of these politi-
cal treatises that deployed both an Islamic and an Iranian Sasanian model of
legitimization served to reinforce Saljaq state ideology.

The fifth chapter, “Bargaining with Baraka,” deals with a theme central
to my project: the legitimization of the Saljiaqs through Sufi hagiographies.
I identify three individual Sufis who are frequently depicted in both histori-
cal works and Sufi hagiographies as having lent their baraka to legitimize the
Saljugs. I will offer close readings of these narratives to discern patterns of
negotiation between communities of Sufis and communities of politicians.

A key argument of this chapter will be that the Sufis must be understood
as men and women of power, a quality well known to the Saljugs. I begin
by problematizing the application of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Protestant notions of the imagined category of mysticism to the lives of pre-
modern Muslim Sufis. It is my contention that if our understanding of mys-
ticism is based on a private experience of the Divine held in isolation from a
social life, then we are bound to misconstrue the social significance of pre-
modern Muslim mystics. I will also challenge positivist readings of hagi-
ographies that have tended to dismiss these works as fanciful and hyperbolic
narratives designed to appeal to ignorant masses. While this approach has
characterized much of European and Iranian scholarship dealing with Sal-
jaq hagiographies, I will argue the contrary, namely, that hagiographies are
mythic texts—not meaning that they are somehow untrue, but in the sense
that they are sacred stories believed to be true by a community, which thus
acts based on paradigmatic notions identified in these narratives. Rather than
looking at them as “legends appealing to primitive masses” (the evaluation
of a prominent European scholar of Sufism),” I will analyze them as care-
fully crafted texts connecting two elite communities—one political and one
saintly.
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To do so, I will emphasize the crucial role of hagiographies written by the
disciples of the Sufi teachers in constructing legitimizing relations between
Sufis and Saljiiq notables. In the case of Aba Sa‘id-i Abi ’l-Khayr, we have not
one but two contemporary hagiographies written by his descendants which
attempt to outdo one another in depicting the affinity of their saintly ancestor
and the Saljuq powers, specifically Nizam al-Mulk. The hagiography about
Ahmad-i Jam depicts the saint as repeatedly saving the life of Sultan Sanjar,
from Isma‘ili threats. This is significant because the Isma‘lis are the ultimate
anti-Saljaq trope in the historical sources. By presenting themselves as anti-
Isma‘ili, the descendants of the Sufis are identifying themselves fully with the
constructed memory of the Saljigs as protectors of orthodoxy.

The disciples of these saints were able to use the legacy of the Sufi teach-
ers as spiritual capital to offer a retrospective blessing of the sheer force that
had brought the Saljaqgs into power. In exchange for this service, they often
received Saljiiq patronage in form of khanaqahs built for them. The saints
themselves are often depicted as extending their baraka to the Saljaqs in ex-
change for a promise that the people who lived under the saints’ wilaya (“au-
thoritative sanctity”) would be treated justly.

The last chapter deals precisely with attempts to construct different ide-
ologies to the dominant ideology of the Saljuqs: while some Sufis such as
Abu Sa‘id-i Abi ’l-Khayr and Ahmad-i Jam aligned themselves with the Sal-
jags, such was not the case with all Sufis. Chapter 6, entitled “An Opposi-
tional Sufi,” centers around a powerful figure, ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, who
rose against the Saljugs, and contested their state ideology at the price of
his life.

This chapter will also include extended critiques of the way in which the
legacy of premodern Persian Sufism has tended to be studied in recent schol-
arly works. In the works of some scholars, ‘Ayn al-Qudat is represented as a
timeless martyr, a la Manstar Hallaj (d. 309/922). I will argue that in doing
so, these scholars have robbed ‘Ayn al-Qudat of his #mely challenge to the
ruling state ideology which led to his death in the first place. In reading him
as timeless, they have made him irrelevant to his own time. To counter that,
I will contextualize ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s life and teachings in the troubled milieu
of the Saljags. I will also demonstrate how he challenged all the dominant
discourses of his time period, whether kalam and falsafa, or even conven-
tional Sufism. He was also the first critic of the arch-Saljaq intellectual, al-
Ghazali. Far from seeking to legitimize Saljuq ideology, ‘Ayn al-Qudat called
into question the basis of their rule, the association of religious scholars with
them, and the economic underpinning of their system. In doing so, he pre-
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sented the most thorough contestation of the Saljuq state ideology in this
period.

In the conclusion, I will review the main thesis, followed by a brief dis-
cussion of the ramifications of this project for Islamic studies, Sufi studies,
Middle Eastern studies, and religious studies.

Historiographic Contributions of This Study

The Saljugs clearly played a crucial role in the premodern history of the Nile-
to-Oxus region. Many of their administrative, intellectual, and political lega-
cies were utilized by the subsequent Turkic dynasties that were to rule the
region from Bengal to Cairo for the next five hundred years." Several of their
institutions even survived well into the Ottoman and Safavid periods. In spite
of their great importance, scholarship on the Saljags is still at a rudimentary
stage. For example, we lack even a single reputable monograph in a European
language devoted solely to Saljaq history. As Claude Cahen has lamented,
“No comprehensive scholarly history of the Selchukids exists; the pages de-
voted to them in the general histories of Islam or of the Turks are inade-
quate.”"® Furthermore, Stephen Humphreys has also noted that there are no
general studies of the different aspects of Saljaq ideology."®

One of the historiographic emphases of this study is the necessity of in-
corporating insights from Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and even Syriac sources.
The social history of premodern Islam in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
cannot be told singularly from the perspective of Arabs, or Persians, or Turks.
Our approach to this bygone world cannot be tainted by the anachronistic
modern nationalism and absurd linguistic chauvinism that have prevented
even accomplished scholars from exploring sources in different languages.
Closely linked with the linguistic issue is that of civilizational frameworks.
The premodern Islamic world that this study examines was a multiethnic one.
It was composed of the contributions of and tensions among different groups
of Arabs, Persians, Turks, and others. Nor can the full story be told exclusively
through sources in any one of those languages. Our approach needs to mirror
the complexity and the pluralism of the multiethnic, multilingual society that
we seek to study.

Let me offer some examples of how the above tendencies have impover-
ished Saljuq scholarship. Even contemporary works of Western scholarship
often reflect the old Arabcentric bias of Islamic studies, neglecting many or
all of the available Persian and Turkish sources. In doing so, they clearly miss
out on most of the important political nuances of the period."” Works of intel-
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lectual history are often unaware of the non-Arabic writings of some well-
known figures, even of the famed al-Ghazali."® Similar problems can be de-
tected in some contemporary studies of the Saljaq era undertaken by Arab
scholars who do not have access to Persian sources.

By the eleventh century Arabic was still the dominant language of Islam-
dom, but that dominance was no longer uncontested. Some contemporary
Iranian studies of the period —steeped in notions of Persian nationalism—
have imagined Sufism as an Iranian response to “Arab” Islam."” They ignore
the fact that Persian scholars like al-Ghazali and Juwayni wrote the bulk of
their works in Arabic and also overlook that the rulers of Iran up until the
twentieth century have mainly been from Turkish backgrounds. While the re-
gion of Iran and the Persian language are overlapping discourses, they are
not equivalent and should not be collapsed into one and the same.

Similarly, Turkish scholars often acknowledge the Great Saljaqs (Turk-
ish: biiyiik seljuklnlar) as the precursors to the “Turkish” Anatolian Saljugs. In
doing so, they characterize the Saljaq era as a “Turco-Islamic” history, thus
neglecting the importance of Persianate Sasanian symbols and institutions.”
The three approaches above are singularly deficient as frameworks through
which one can recreate the social history of this wonderfully complex society.

Another important historiographic emphasis of this study is to recover
Sufi hagiographies as an important source for the social history of premodern
Islamdom. For too long these texts have been read either in a pietistic fash-
ion, searching for spiritual edification, or through the dismissive attitudes of
positivistic historicism. The hagiographies allow us to gain insights into seg-
ments of society that do not show up in the courtly chronicles focused on
sultans, viziers, and caliphs. Even some of the very learned scholatly works
which do seek to integrate the role of the ‘ulama’ in Islamic societies include
almost no references to Sufis.”" It is hoped that this project offers a way for
us to expand our reconstruction of the premodern Islamic period beyond the
conventional circles of sultans and ‘ulama’ to include Sufis. Conversely, it is
also intended to move the academic study of Sufism in the direction of study-
ing the social impact of Sufis.

Above all, we need to find more subtle ways of reading tarikh texts. We
begin by acknowledging that all historical texts are ideological in nature, pre-
senting particular constructions of their subjects. When matters of religion
and politics appear most natural is precisely where the ideologies have been
most successful. Our persistent goal is to get beyond positivistic readings of
historical narratives and to understand this contextual complexity.

The challenges that prevent scholars from incorporating these historio-
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graphic insights are as much institutional as personal. The academic study of
Islam in the United States has tended to be undertaken through two main um-
brella organizations that have become sites for the production and dissimu-
lation of knowledge in this field. The first, patterned after the area studies
model, is the Middle East Studies Association (MESA). MESA is well known
for its strong emphasis on political, economic, and historical aspects of the
Nile-to-Oxus region. The second, the American Academy of Religion (AAR),
is composed of various scholars and students of different religious traditions
who approach the material under the rubric of religious studies.

It is perhaps a telling sign of the state of Islamic studies that the dates for
these organizations’ conferences conflict with each other virtually every single
year, thus forcing the interested parties to choose one or the other. As a result,
the Islamicists at the AAR tend to remain somewhat more distant from some
of the current research on historical and political developments in the Nile-to-
Oxus region. Conversely, a frequent complaint cast against MESA’s format
is that amidst all the political and economic discussions, religion, as a seri-
ous category of analysis, is left behind; Islam as shifting reference gets lost.
Both groups, in short, suffer from missing out on the creative opportunity to
explore the material they are already familiar with from other perspectives.

I have spent the better part of the past few years trying to research the
interconnected and overlapping discourses of political authority, religious in-
quiry, and saintly wilaya. As a scholar in the field, I have also had the privi-
lege—and frustration—of participating in both conferences. I was recently
asked to participate in a conference on Sufism, where I presented a paper on
the love theory of ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani. At the end of the talk, a senior
member who knew me from MESA came up, thanked me for the talk, and
stood there with a perplexed look on his face. He finally got up the courage
to say: “That was great . . . but I thought you were a Saljaq historian.”

The largest historiographic ambition of this project is for us to move away
from such convenient bifurcations. I urge historians to take the social role of
Sufis and ‘ulama’ more seriously, and for the scholars of Islamic thought to be
more engaged in exploring the worlds inhabited by the figures and texts they
study. It sounds like a simple and obvious plan, yet one that has not been fully
implemented in the study of premodern Islamdom. This project is a humble
step towards achieving that greater goal. And so it goes . . .
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Chronology of the Great Saljaqgs and ‘Abbasids

Reign of the Saljag Sultans

Tughril Beg

Alp Arslan

Malik-Shah

Mahmad b. Malik-Shah
Bark Yaruq

Malik-Shah IT
Muhammad b. Malik-Shah
Sanjar

447/1055 tO 455/1063

(military campaign from 431/1040)
455/1063 to 465 /1072

465/1072 t0 485 /1092

485 /1092 t0 487/1094

487/1094 t0 498 /1105

498 /1105

498 /1105 to 511 /1118

511/1118 tO 552 /1157

(also ruled in eastern Iran from

490/1097)

Abbasid Caliphate during the Great Saljiigs Era

Al-Qz’im
Al-Muqtadi
Al-Mustazhir
Al-Mustarshid

Died 467/1075
Died 487/1094
Died 512 /1118
Died 529 /1135

[ xxxvii |
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Key Figures and Primary Sources

Up until the present work, there has not been a single study in English de-
voted solely to the Great Saljags. The most thorough available source is the
fifth volume of the Cambridge History of Iran, which focuses on the Saljaq and
Mongol periods. The first three articles in this volume deal with the Saljaq
period, and they are indicative of the way in which studies of the Saljugs suf-
fer from a certain “split personality.” Each article focuses on a different seg-
ment of the society (political or intellectual), without much of an attempt to
situate the subjects in a wider social context. C. E. Bosworth’s “The Politi-
cal and Dynastic History of the Iranian World (a.D. 1000-1217)”" is more or
less a straightforward political history, focusing on the rise and fall of sultans
from various dynasties. The second essay, A. K. S. Lambton’s “The Inter-
nal Structure of the Saljuq Empire”* focuses on the vizierate institution and
the multifaceted structures introduced by Nizam al-Mulk. The third essay,
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A. Bausani’s “Religion in the Saljuq Period,”” treats religious trends under
the rubrics of “Sunnism,” “Shi‘ism,” and “Sufism.”

What is most problematic about the above three articles is that they treat
sultans, viziers, ‘ulama’, and Sufis in isolation from one another, as if they
had little to do with one another. In Bosworth’s discussion of political his-
tory, there is little indication that the rise and fall of the various sultans had
intellectual ramifications, or that these Sultans were involved in the patron-
age of madrasas and khanaqahs. Likewise, Bausani’s treatment of the Sunni,
Shi‘i, and Sufi scholars includes little discussion of the political involvement
of these religious intellectuals.

This project aims to reconstruct the relations between the disciplines of
power and knowledge in premodern Islam by reconstructing a world in which
political and religious figures interact, negotiate, and contest each other’s
authorities. As such, the key figures of this project will include sultans and
caliphs, viziers and court administrators, ‘ulama’ and Sufis.

[ xxxix |
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The Saljaq Sultans

Tughril Beg, Muhammad ibn Mika’il b. Saljuq. (reigned 447/1055 to 455/1063)
and Chaghri Beg, Dawad b. Mika’1l b. Saljuq (d. 452 /1060). Both of these
men rose on the scene as supreme military leaders around 431/1040, al-
though their status as sultan was not confirmed until 447/1055. Given their
proximity to the unknown, questionable, and probably non-Muslim back-
ground of the Saljuq tribe, they had to be legitimized through being asso-
ciated with Muslim sources of saintly authority. As a result, they are con-
nected with two saintly figures (Baba Tahir and Aba Sa‘id-i Abi ’1-Khayr),
who are depicted as lending their baraka to legitimize them.

Alp Arslan b. Chaghri Beg (reigned 455/1063 to 465/1072). It was during the
rule of this figure that Nizam al-Mulk rose to power and established the
first Nizamiya madrasa.

Malik-Shah b. Alp Arslan (reigned 465/1072 to 485/1092). The rule of Malik-
Shih is held up by many as the apogee of the Great Saljugs. Much of this, of
course, would have to be attributed to his capable vizier, Nizam al-Mulk.

Mahmud b. Malik-Shah (reigned 485/1092 to 487/1094).

Bark Yaruq b. Malik-Shah (reigned 487/1094 to 498 /1105).

Malik-Shah IT b. Bark Yaruq (brief reign, 498 /1105).

Muhammad b. Malik-Shah (reigned 498 /1105 to 511/1118).

Sanjar b. Malik-Shah b. Alp Arslan (reigned s11/1118 to 552 /1157). His death
in 552 /1157 marks the end of the Great Saljuq period. He is associated with
the last Saljuq Sufi of note, Ahmad-i Jam.

The Relevant ‘Abbasid Caliphs

al-Q@’im, ‘Abd Allah b. al-Qadir (d. 467/1075). This caliph is depicted in the
sources as having asked for the military assistance of the Saljugs.

al-Mugqtadi, ‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad al-Q#’im ( d. 487/1094). The death of
this caliph, two years after that of Nizam al-Mulk and Malik-Shah, con-
tributed to the instability that arose after the period of glory under these
figures.

al-Mustazhir, Ahmad b. al-Muqtadi (d. 512 /1118). This caliph was connected
to al-Ghazali, who named a political treatise identifying the rights of the
imamate after him.

al-Mustarshid, al-Fadl b. al-Mustazhir (529 /1135).
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The Relevant Viziers

While all of the figures below are significant in their own right, I will focus to
a large extent on Nizam al-Mulk as the architect of the Saljaq regime. Some
historical sources even went so far as to dub the whole era al-dawla al-nizamiya,
a pun implying both “the systematized state” as well as “the Nizam’s govern-
ment.” I will analyze Nizam al-Mulk’s mediating role between the two gen-
erations of Saljuq sultans and caliphs, as well as his interactions with the Sufi
master Aba Sa1d-i Abi ’l-Khayr. In addition, I will also discuss his crucial
role in bringing the Ash‘ari-Shafi' scholars back from exile and establishing
the Nizamiya madrasas for them.

‘Amid al-Mulk Kunduri (d. 456 /1064). The first vizier of the Saljugs, and the
figure responsible for exiling the Ash‘ari-ShafiT from Khurasan. He me-
diated the first meetings between the Saljuqgs and the Sufis (Baba Tahir),
as well as their first meeting with the ‘Abbasid caliph. In these latter meet-
ings, he translated —both literally and in terms of protocol —the discourse
for the non-Arabic speaking Saljaq sultan.

Nizam al-Mulk (d. 485/1092). The mastermind of the whole Saljaq regime.
While his power should not be underestimated, I will also document oppo-
sition to him, both from figures such as Kunduri (above), as well as from
later rivals such as T4j al-Mulk and Tarkan Khatan. Nizam al-Mulk is re-
sponsible for deploying many of the multiple coercive ideological state
apparatuses used in legitimizing the Saljugs, such as iqta’, the establish-
ment of the madrasas, and negotiations with the Sufis.

‘Aziz al-Din Mustawfi (d. 525/1130). The patron of ‘Ayn al-Qudat, and the
uncle of the later historian al-Katib al-Isfahani, more famed as Saladin’s
scribe. It is through this personal connection that we come to know a great
deal about the tensions between ‘Ayn al-Qudat and the Saljaq court.

Qawwam al-Din Dargazini (527-8 /1132—3). The vizier generally held account-
able for the martyrdom of ‘Ayn al-Qudat. I will attempt to modify the
traditional understanding of this controversial figure by documenting his
connections to other Sufi figures, such as Hakim Sana’i (d. 1131), to demon-
strate that his opposition to ‘Ayn al-Qudat was not due to a hatred of Sufi
teachings, but for more specific political reasons having to do with ‘Aziz
al-Din Mustawfi.
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The Relevant ‘Ulama’ and Sufis

A key component of this project is the role of both ‘ulama’ and Sufis in legiti-
mizing the Saljags. In fact, it is a bit misleading to speak of ‘ulama’ and Sufis,
since Saljaq intellectual thought was characterized by a great deal of fluidity
between the khanaqah and the madrasa. Many of the leading religious schol-
ars of this period were deeply immersed in Sufism, and many Sufis were also
among the most respected members of the ‘ulama’.

The focus here will not be on their juridical, theological, or mystical teach-
ings in abstract, but on the various and subtle ways in which they lent their
legitimizing power to the newly (and nominally) converted Saljaq Turks. In
the case of the Sufis, I will focus on the contested process of bargaining with
baraka, where sources portray the Sufis as legitimizing the rulers in exchange
for promises of justice and patronage. In the case of the madrasa intellectu-
als, such as al-Ghazali, I will focus on their successive political treatises, each
of which mirrored the changing social realities: the more dominant the Sal-
jaqs became, the more strongly al-Ghazali moved to legitimize them, even
addressing them as the “God’s caliph” and “shadow of God on Earth.” The
writing of such political treatises and the baraka of the Sufis provided the Sal-
jaqs with desperately needed legitimization.

To borrow a vivid metaphor from another religious tradition, the Sufis
of the Saljuq era are almost Krishna-like, manifesting themselves whenever
social order decayed and unrest was seen as threatening the fabric of society.
Even if one holds that their message is timeless, their manifestation in the
sources is most #mely. They show up in the narratives when Tughril is about
to conquer Baghdad (beginning of the Great Saljaqs), and when the Ghuzz
confederation of tribes had overtaken Khurasan in the 1150s (end of the Great
Saljags). On the contrary, there are almost no hagiographic narratives con-
necting Sufis to the Saljaq rulers, such as Malik-Shah, who were at the zenith
of Saljuq power. This should not come as a great surprise. As Edward Shils

reminded us long ago, “Ideologies arise in conditions of crisis.”*

Ibn Sina (d. 1037). Persian philosopher and vizier, who came to be represented
as the archetype of the Faylasaf, the Islamicate philosopher steeped in and
extending the legacy of Greek philosophy, in this time period.

Abt Sa1d-i Abi ’l-Khayr (d. 440/1049). Persian Sufi master, accredited with
many of the institutional elements of the khanaqah. He is portrayed as
interacting with and lending legitimacy to both the first two Saljaq war-
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lords, Tughril and Chaghti Beg, and perhaps more importantly, Nizam
al-Mulk.

Baba Tahir (d. after 446 /1055). Persian poet and Sufi. The narrative of his
interaction with Tughril before the latter’s conquest of Baghdad is the clas-
sic articulation of bargaining with baraka. The fact that his interaction
with the Saljuqs is prominently featured not in a Sufi hagiography but in
a work of dynastic history (sarikh) points to the pervasive nature of the le-
gitimizing discourse of the Sufis.

Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085). The leader of the Shafii-
Ash‘aris, and the teacher of al-Ghazali. Ironically, the exile imposed on
him by the vizier Kunduri—due to Juwayni’s Ash‘ari-Shafi'c beliefs—
ended up earning Juwayni his greatest honorific. Through his teachings
in both Mecca and Medina, he came to be known as the imam of the
two sanctuaries, /mam al-haramayn. He too was already deeply connected to
Nizam al-Mulk, who brought Juwayni back to teach in the Nishapar Niza-
miya. Juwayni was the model of a madrasa intellectual before there was
al-Ghazali.

Al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072). A prominent example of a Sufi incorporating
Ash‘ari theology. He is an important contributor towards the systemati-
zation of Sufi thought. He suffered more than Juwayni during the perse-
cution of the Ash‘ari-Shafifs, even being dragged out of his home and
temporarily imprisoned.

Abua Hamid Al-Ghazali (d. so5/1111). The most successful example of a ma-
drasa intellectual in this time period. I will focus not on his well-known
philosophical and theological views, which have already received a great
deal of scholarly attention, but on his political treatises, such as the a
Mustazhiri, the Nasihat al-mulik, and the dubious Tijfat al-mulik.

‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani (d. 525/1131). The best example of a voice of dis-
sent against the dominant religious ideology of the Saljaqs. He presented
the most thorough challenge to the legitimacy of the Saljugs, calling into
question their ideological claim to justice, the basis of their economic sys-
tem, and their association with the ‘ulama’. He advised his disciples at the
court to leave the Saljigs altogether and devote themselves instead to the
authority of the Sufi masters. His was not a call to dispense with authority
altogether, but rather an alternate vision of reality that contested the domi-
nant Saljuq state ideology.

Ahmad-i Jam (d. §36/1141). The prominent Sufi who presents another ex-
ample of successful cooperation between communities of Sufis and politi-
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cal forces. He is portrayed as having saved Sultan Sanjar, the last of the
Great Saljugs, from assassination at the hands of the Isma‘ilis. Ahmad-i
Jam’s descendants and disciples were able to call on the above coopera-
tion /connection to ask rulers of subsequent dynasties to offer them pa-
tronage.

Genres of Primary Texts Analyzed

There is no shortage of scholarly works that deal with intellectuals who flour-
ished in the Saljaq age. Many of these works, some quite excellent in their
stated parameters, follow the standard “life, times, and works” genre.” On the
economic and administrative side, there are only short and ultimately insufhi-
cient chapters in works that are devoted to emphasizing later periods. When
scholars discuss the politics of knowledge, they all too often content them-
selves with quoting the same excerpts from Saljaq chronicles that detail the
interactions between a particular Saljiq sultan and a Sufi. A typical case is the
ubiquitous reference to the meeting between Tughril Beg and Baba Tahir.”
However, these passing references almost never include a deeper analysis of
how these negotiated meetings fit into larger processes of legitimization. It is
precisely such questions that will concern us in the second half of the present
study in which I examine the contested interactions between Sufis and Sal-
jags. The first half will document the rise of the dominant Saljaq state ideol-
ogy and the multiplicity of state ideological apparatuses.

While this study will present an overview of Saljiaq history, it is not pri-
marily a work of dynastic history. Nor is it my intention to write a conven-
tional intellectual history of the Saljiq era. Rather, my aim is to investigate
the nexus of political loyalty and intellectual inquiry: how does Saljaq political
culture inform the parameters in which intellectual inquiry might be under-
taken? How might such an inquiry be used to reflect, deflect, or affect the
political culture in which it is framed? To answer these questions, I have ana-
lyzed a wide range of primary sources, which might broadly be categorized
into the following eight groups:

Historical Annals  These texts are arranged in a chronological fashion, list-
ing the major political and social events of that year, strange oddities, and the
passing away of significant leaders and intellectuals. They are exclusively in
Arabic.

‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani, Nusrat al-fatra wa ‘usrat al-fitra (abridged
by al-Bundari as Zubdat al-nusra). ‘Imad al-Din (d. 597/1201) is the famous his-
torian who rose to the rank of Saladin’s personal scribe (&a#7b). This has led
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many of the sources to refer to him simply as al-Katib al-Isfahani. The Zubdat
al-nusra is an invaluable source, as it was the first written history of the Great
Saljuqs. It had the benefit of being based on an earlier, no longer extant,
source, the memoirs of the vizier Anushirwan b. Khalid (d. 738 /1137)." Isfa-
hant’s text was abridged by another scholar from Isfahan, al-Bundari. Al-
Bundari dedicated his abridgement to the Ayyuabid ruler al-Mu‘azzam in
623 /1226.°

Ibn al-Athir, a/-Kamil fi I-tarikh. Ibn al-Athir’s “comprehensive” history (a/-
Kamil ) is an essential source for the study of the impact of the Saljugs on ‘Traq
and their relations with the caliphate. Ibn al-Athir died in 630/1232.

Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa “-nibaya. Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373) was a noted
Mamlik scholar and historian. His text provides us with interesting infor-
mation about the social and intellectual unrest during the Saljaq era. His a/-
Bidaya is indebted to many earlier historians, ranging from Tabari and Ibn
al-Jawzi, Ibn al-Athir, and Sibt ibn al-Jawzi.”

Works of Dynastic History  There are no extant works of this genre which were
composed during the period of the Great Saljugs themselves. However, his-
torians of many of the offshoots of the Great Saljuqs (such as the Anatolian
Saljuq dynasty) as well as some of the later Turkic dynasties devote signifi-
cant sections to the Great Saljags. It is precisely these works (although they
were edited over seventy years ago) that have yet to receive a thorough criti-
cal reading. The works of this genre came to be written increasingly in Per-
sian, part of an ongoing trend in the eastern lands of Islamdom to compose
works of history (#arikh) in Persian. All of the works below, with the excep-
tion of the Zubdat al-tawarikh, are Persian texts. For closer historiographic
analysis of these sources, refer to Julie Meisami’s masterful study, Persian His-
toriography, which offers a thorough analysis of the relationship among these
texts.

Zahir al-Din Nishapari, Sa/jg-nama. One of the earlier Persian texts on
the Great Saljugs. Nishapari died circa §82/1186. Narratives from this text
come up frequently in later sources, often quoted verbatim.

Rawandi, Rahat al-sudir. Muhammad b. ‘Ali Rawandi dedicated his famous
text, probably the best-known source for the study of the Great Saljags, to an
Anatolian Saljuq ruler around 600 /1204. His work is dependent on the Sa/jig-
nama of Nishapuri, listed above."

Mustawfi Qazwini, 7arikh-i guzida. Mustawfi Qazwini (d. after 740/1339—
40) was a historian and a geographer, who is perhaps better known for his
geographic text Nughat al-qulib. His Tarikh relied upon Tabari, Ibn al-Athir,
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Juwayni, and Rashid al-Din Tabib, while adding some new material for the
Il-khanid period.™

Sadral-Din Husayni, Zubdat al-tawarikh. This work is also known as A&bbar
al-dawla al-saljigiya. The editor of this text, the famed Muhammad Igbal, goes
through an extensive discussion dealing with the authorship and composi-
tion of this text. Given that the text refers to the Zubdat al-nusra, which is none
other than Bundari’s abridgement of ‘Imad al-Din al-Katib al-Isfahani’s Nus-
rat al-fatra (discussed in the previous section), it cannot date any earlier than
the seventh /thirteenth century. That it refers to the ‘Abbasid caliph, al-Nasir
li-Din Allah (d. 622 /1225), as “our master” (mawlina) would seem to confirm a
composition date around the first quarter of the seventh /thirteenth century.”
Juwayni’s Tarikh-i jaban-gushay cites from this text. Iqbal argues that the Zubdat
al-tawarikh is particularly important for documenting the history of the Saljaq
family before its arrival on the Iranian plateau, and for later events at the end
of the Great Saljaq period, from 550 /1155 to 590/1193. In this project, I have
relied upon this text to document the Saljuq family’s background before its
rise to prominence and in making visible the mythmaking process which is
involved in the narrative of their conversion.

Gregory Abu ’l-Faraj (known as Bar Hebraeus), Chronography of Bar He-
braeus. This Syriac text, written before 1286, is a remarkable universal history
which provides us with an interesting outsider’s perspective—one which is
neither Arab, nor Persian, nor Turkish. For our purposes, it was his access to
the no longer extant Malik-nama which is of particular interest, as it provides
us with intriguing details on the impact of the Saljaq invasion upon the Ira-
nian plateau. It is also an important historiographic reminder of the necessity
of including non-Muslim sources when they shed new light on a subject.

‘Alz’ al-Din ‘Ata Malik b. Muhammad Juwayni, 7arikh-i jaban-gushay.
Juwayni (d. 681/1283) is one of the more noted premodern historians, fre-
quently admired for his rigorous approach to historical material. His main
relevance for our purposes is in providing valuable firsthand accounts of the
conquest of the Ismaili stronghold, the castle of Alamat. He had accompa-
nied the Mongol watlord Hiilegii on this conquest, culminating in the sack
of Baghdad." He was the teacher of Rashid al-Din Tabib, listed below.

Rashid al-Din Fadl Allah Tabib, Jami‘al-tawarikh. Rashid al-Din (d. 718/
1318) is generally considered the greatest historian of the Il-Khanid period.
Rashid al-Din’s interests ranged widely, from history, medicine, theology,
and administration to agriculture. Many scholars consider the Jawi‘to be the
most important source for the history of the Mongols." His representations
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of the Saljugs are important in documenting later perceptions. His work is

indebted to Juwayni’s 7arikh-i jahan-gushay.

Biographical Dictionaries  'These sources provide biographical information
about various notables (political and intellectual) of the Saljuq era. Al-Subki’s
work focuses on the ShafiT ‘ulama’, Ibn Rajab’s on their Hanbali counter-
parts. Ibn Khallikan’s frequently cited Wafazyar deals with both political and
intellectual notables. Since these works provide little information on philoso-
phers, I will discuss the biographical works dealing with that group later on.

Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a’yan. Ibn Khallikan (d. 681/1282) represented
the synthesis of the Mamlak scholar /historian /judge. He had briefly studied
with Ibn al-Athir. His Wafayat, one of the most important premodern biog-
raphies of scholars and political figures, provides us with information about
many figures of this time period. While Ibn Khallikan is most useful for the
Mamlak period, many of his anecdotes regarding Saljiig-era figures are from
sources that are no longer extant. He is said to have finished the Wafayar in
672/1274."

T3j al-Din al-Subki, 7abagat al-shafi7ya. An indispensable source for the
intellectual life of this period. As the title suggests, it focuses exclusively on
Shafi‘T scholars. Subki died in 771/1369." Subki goes to great lengths to sug-
gest that Ash‘ari thought and Shafi'ism have always been linked inseparably.
Scholars, such as Makdisi, have interpreted such adamant insistence as a sign
that even by the eighth /fourteenth century such linkages were met with fre-
quent challenges. For our purposes, there are valuable insights about Gha-
zali, Nizam al-Mulk, and ‘Ayn al-Qudat provided here. The over one hundred
pages of information on Ghazali provide our most detailed source about this
famous intellectual. It also serves as a great reminder of the importance of
Ghazali in later works, enshrining him as #he ShafiT scholar. The inclusion
and prominence of Nizam al-Mulk’s entry is also significant since it demon-
strates the fluidity of the boundary between the religious scholars and court
administrators.

Qadi Aba ’I-Hasan Muhammad ibn Abi Ya'la, 7abagat al-hanabila and its
continuation by Ibn Rajab, Dhay/ ala tabagat al-hanabila. The latter work was
completed before 795 /1392. These two are our most important sources for the
lives of key Hanbali scholars of the Saljuq period, such as Khwaja ‘Abd Allah
Ansari. Among other information, they provide ample proof that many Han-
balis in this time period were Sufis, again demonstrating the fluidity of the
categories ‘ulama’ and Sufis."
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Histories of Vigiers A recurring intent of this project is to document the ways
in which the vizierate mediated negotiations between political and intellec-
tual figures. I use the following histories of viziers, as well as the competing
clusters of individuals who were attempting to rise to the highest ranks of ad-
ministrative supremacy, to document this process. The rise of an individual to
a significant administrative post often implied that the intellectuals he patron-
ized would also receive appointments at prestigious madrasas. Conversely,
the fall of a vizier and the intellectuals he patronized were also linked. The
Saljaq vizierate was most effectively embodied (though still contested) in the
person of Nizam al-Mulk, who played a crucial role in the ordering and sys-
tematizing of the realm. The chronicler Ibn al-Athir dubbed the whole Saljuq
era al-dawla al-nizamiya.

Najm al-Din Qummi, 7arikh al-wnzara’. This text was composed some-
time around 584 /1188 and is an important source of information on Saljaq
viziers for the fifty years prior to its composition. The early date of its com-
position (fifteen years before Rawandi’s Rahat al-sudsir) also adds to its value.
It is particularly important since it starts with the vizierate of Qawwam al-
Din Dargazini (d. 527/1133), the controversial figure held accountable for the
execution of ‘Ayn al-Qudat. Through this source, one can arrive at a radically
different depiction of Dargazini than what is available through Sufi hagiog-
raphies focused on ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s passion. According to this source, Dar-
gazini was a complex figure capable of both incredible kindness and quick
wrath. More importantly, it demonstrates that the vizier was not opposed to
Sufism and in fact had a publicly known relationship with the famous Sufi
poet Hakim Sana’ (d. 1131). As such, one cannot attribute the execution of
‘Ayn al-Qudat to a simple anti-Sufi tendency on Dargazini’s part.

Hinda Shah ibn Sanjar Nakhjavani, 7zjarib al-salaf. Another work of the
same genre, composed in 724 /1323. Texts such as the 7zjarib are an important
indication of the prominence accorded to Nizam al-Mulk in later histories
of premodern Islamic administration. While most viziers are discussed in a
few paragraphs that take up a page or so of the current printed text, Nizam
al-Mulk’s section takes up fifteen pages. In addition, this source lists all of
Nizam al-Mulk’s progeny who ascended to the vizierate, thus demonstrating
that the Nizam al-Mulk phenomenon was indeed a multigenerational one.

Sayf al-Din ‘Aqili, Athar al-wnzara’. This source seems to have been com-
posed around 875 /1470. ‘Aqili’s patron in Herat was the vizier Khwaja Qaw-
wam al-Din b. Nizam al-Mulk Khwafi, who operated in the court of Sultan
Husayn Bayqara.
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Khwand Mir, Dastir al-wuzara’. This work was composed in the year 914/
1508. In terms of scope, it offers a history of major viziers starting with the
Umayyads and ‘Abbasids, going through Barmakids, Samanids, Daylamis,
Ghaznavids, Saljugs, Khwarazmshahis, and culminating with the Timurids.

‘Abbas Iqbal, Vizarat dar ‘abd-i saljagan-i buzurg. A twentieth-century Ira-
nian scholar of premodern Islamic administrative history, ‘Abbas Iqbal [Ash-
tiyani| published this monumental study in 1959, which brought to light
many previously unknown details about the institutions of the Saljuq viziet-
ate. All subsequent modern studies of the Persian vizierate are indebted to
him. Iqbal’s magnum opus is particularly valuable in enabling us to reconstruct
the impact that Nizam al-Mulk had on the later history of premodern politi-
cal administration. The vizier’s impact extended beyond his own work and
the institutions he orchestrated. It persisted through the many generations of
his descendants who continued to be called upon by the Saljigs to serve as

viziers.

Political Treatises 'These were often written to legitimize the institution of
the sultanate, or to provide administrative guidelines for it. Both Nizam al-
Mulk’s Siyasat-nama and al-Ghazali’s Nasihat al-mulik have been edited and
translated, yet they have not been sufficiently analyzed in terms of how they
managed to subtly (but not always harmoniously) legitimize the Saljaqs on
both Islamic and pre-Islamic Sasanian grounds. It is perhaps an indication
of the incomplete nature of Saljuq studies that one of the most important
political treatises of al-Ghazali, Tubfat al-mulik, has received no attention in
Western sources. I will offer an analysis of this text, which if proven to be
an authentic work of al-Ghazali would force us to radically re-evaluate our
estimation of al-Ghazali as a political thinker.

Nizam al-Mulk, Siyasat-nama. This is quite simply the most important Per-
sian premodern political treatise. The work was clearly composed by Nizam
al-Mulk toward the later stages of his life, between the years 479/1086 and
484 /1091. The text foreshadows growing tensions between Nizam al-Mulk
and Malik-Shah and anticipates the developments in the Saljaq court that led
to the capable vizier’s demise. It is also our most important source for docu-
menting Nizam al-Mulk’s vision of a centralized Perso-Islamic state, dem-
onstrating his attempts at instituting ideological state apparatuses, such as
systems of surveillance and reconnaissance.

Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Nasibat al-mulik, Tubfat al-mulik, and other politi-
cal writings. The first two are among the more important treatises attrib-
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uted to Ghazali. The Nagihat was translated into English by F. R. C. Bagley.”
There has been a healthy debate over whether this text was dedicated to
Sultan Muhammad ibn Malik-Shah or Sultan Sanjar. Jalal al-Din Huma’i,
who edited the Persian text, stated that the text was probably written in 502—
3/1108-9, although he conceded that it could have been a bit earlier, circa
499/1105.”° There is some controversy over the authenticity of the second part
of the Nasihat, as well as the Zubfat, and I will discuss those matters in chap-
ter 4. If these works are to be taken as authentic, it would be particularly im-
portant for this study, as it establishes how al-Ghazali moved even further
away from the caliphate and closer to the Saljiq sultans toward the end of his
life. This coincides, conveniently, with the rise of Saljuq power. The Zubfat’s
contents have yet to be analyzed closely. The text is designed to legitimize
the Saljugs as just emperors ( padshahs) who support niki i tigad (“right doc-
trine,” “orthodoxy”) and are the closest people to God in the whole world.”
Even if these texts are ultimately deemed to be spurious, the attribution of
such Saljuq-friendly sources to al-Ghazali so soon after the famed theolo-
gian’s death is significant in documenting how later scholars wished to trace
their own ideas back to al-Ghazali. This is particularly the case for the Nasihat,
which was widely translated into Arabic.

Works of Individual Religions Scholars At times the term w/ama’ can be a broad
category that tends to blur distinctions without revealing a great deal. Sufis
living in the Saljaq era could be (and often were) religious scholars, and reli-
gious scholars could (and often did) pursue the spiritual path (zariga). A re-
curring feature of the Saljaq intellectual milieu was the fluidity of these cate-
gories and indeed their mutual impact on one another. It would cleatly be a
mistake to perceive those who occupy these categories or their worldviews as
being diametrically opposed to one another.

As part of this genre, I will examine the works of the two most important
madrasa scholars of this period, Aba ’1-Ma‘li al-Juwayni and Aba Hamid
al-Ghazali. Rather than identifying al-Juwayni and al-Ghazali primarily as
jurists or theologians (or any other single pigeonhole), I will categorize them
in terms of their institutional role as teachers in the madrasa system and
propagators of the Saljig-sponsored articulation of Islam. This heavily ideo-
logical formulation consisted of a synthesis of Ash‘ari theology, the Shafi'l
madhhab, and a rigorously Shar‘l interpretation of Sufism. As Marshall
Hodgson has recognized, by participating in Saljug-patronized institutions,
these members of the ‘ulama’ were in fact giving up their role as oppositional
figures in political life.” Far from being oppositional figures, they had been
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fully appropriated as the legitimizers of the Saljugs and participated in their
coercive state apparatuses.

If the madrasa “‘ulama’ had come to dilute their oppositional role, the Sufis
preserved a full range of responses to the dominant Saljiq ideology. Some
Sufis (Ahmad-i Jam, Abia Sa‘id-i Abi ’I-Khayr) came to be fully identified with
the Saljuq system, others remained mostly neutral in the political domains
(Ahmad-i Ghazali), while a minority took up a defiant oppositional role (Ayn
al-Qudat Hamadani). It is a testimony to the success of the dominant Saljaq
ideology that ‘Ayn al-Qudat is the only figure from among the ‘ulama’ and
Sufis whom we can document as contesting the very basis of Saljuq legiti-
macy.

Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. so5/1111). This is the Saljaq intellectual most
easily identifiable with a Saljig-patronized institution, the Nizamiya madrasa.
His many writings, including a-Mungidh min al-dalal, Faysal al-tafriga bayn al-
islam wa I-zandaqa, and Fada7h al-batiniya wa fada’il al-mustazhiriya, all support
the Saljiq ideological interpretation of Islamic thought. In these writings,
al-Ghazali polemically dismisses Isma‘ili teachings, and severely restricts the
usefulness of philosophers. I have already mentioned his political treatises,
the Nasthat al-mulisk and the dubious Tibfat al-mulik. Also useful are his letters
(Fada’il al-anam min rasail hujjat al-iskam) written to significant Saljuq figures.
These letters document his close relations with the Saljaq political leaders as
well as that, like every other Saljuq figure, al-Ghazali did not go uncontested:
he too was accused of heresy by his detractors.

‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani (d. 525,/1131). This is the sole figure from the Sal-
jiq era whom we can document as a major and consistent opponent to the
dominant Saljaq ideology. His Zambidat contains cryptic challenges to the
economic basis of the Saljuq regime and to the association of the ‘ulama’
with them. All of these points are articulated fully and explicitly in the letters
which he wrote to his disciples at the Saljaq court. These letters are preserved
in the Nama-ha-yi ‘Ayn al-Qudat-i Hamadani. These letters represent a power-
ful voice of dissent, challenging the dominant state ideology, just as his last
composition, the Shakwa al-gharib, attests to the fatal consequences faced by
those who tried to contest the dominant Saljaq state ideology.

Ahmad-i Jam (d. 536 /1141). Ahmad-i Jam was another of the significant Sal-
jaq Sufis from the end of the period of the Great Saljaqs. I will examine two
of his compositions, Rawdat al-mudhnibin, and Miftah al-najat. It is significant
to note that apart from the hagiographic tradition that associates him with
the Saljugs, he also dedicates these texts to the Saljuq Sultan Sanjar. His texts
represent a clear example of a Sufi working to legitimize the Saljags.
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Hagiographies  In this work I will analyze the hagiographies written about two
significant Saljuq era Sufis, Abt Sad-i Abi *l-Khayr and Ahmad-i Jam. In
doing so, I will document how the genealogical and spiritual descendants of
Sufi masters would retrospectively come to depict the Sufi teachers as having
blessed or otherwise legitimized the rule of certain Saljaq notables. My inter-
est in these sources will be to decipher patterns in these narratives, which on
one hand portray the saints as legitimizing the rulers and on the other hand
as demanding patronage from them.

One of the historiographic goals of this project will be demonstrated in
chapter 5, where I will argue for the importance of incorporating hagio-
graphic material into our construction of the social history of premodern
Islam. I aim to demonstrate that, contrary to the readings of positivist schol-
ars of Sufism, these hagiographies are not trivial texts written for the mindless
and the easily amused, but rather carefully crafted narratives connecting two
communities of power, one political and one saintly.

The Asrar al-tawhid, the best known hagiography of Aba Sa‘id, was com-
posed by one of his descendants, Muhammad ibn Munawwar ibn Abi Sa‘d
ibn Abi Tahir ibn Abi Sa‘ld. To the best of our estimation, this text was com-
posed around 574 /1178—9. It was presented before the year 599 /1202—3 to the
Ghurid Sultan, Muhammad ibn Sam.** In addition, it was extensively cit-
culated among the descendants and disciples of Abt Sa‘id in Khurasan and
Herat.

A cousin of the above author, another third generation descendant of Aba
Sa‘id, composed the second hagiography related to the famous saint from
Mayhana. This hagiographer, Jamal al-Din Aba Rah Lutf Allah ibn Abi Sa1d,
authored the lesser-known Halat wa sukbanan-i Abii Sa‘id-i Abi I-Khayr, which
was utilized by Ibn Munawwar. Jamil al-Din died in the year 541 /1147.**

A third significant hagiography that will be consulted in this project is the
one dedicated to Ahmad-i Jam (536 /1141). This text, the Magamat-i handa pil,
was composed by Sadid al-Din Ghaznavi around 552 /1152. This text is an ex-
ample of successful relations between communities organized around a saint
and political figures. There are many narratives in which Ahmad-i Jam is de-
picted as having saved Sultan Sanjar from the Ismalis, receiving patronage
in return.

Histories of Philosophers  'The histories of philosophers from this period often
trace the sages (bukama’) back to the Greek philosophers. They give us an im-
portant insight into the difficulty of classifying a figure like ‘Ayn al-Qudat as

purely a Sufi, since he is also included in these works.
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‘Ali ibn Zayd Bayhaqi, 7arikh hukama’ al-islam. Bayhaqi perished during the
Ghuzz onslaught, sometime between the years 548 /1153 and 565/1169. This
source provides us with interesting material on Ibn Sina as well as ‘Ayn al-
Qudat, who is claimed as a philosopher. This text presents ‘Ayn al-Qudat
as one who “mixed the words of Sufis and philosophers.” It is also a crucial
source for documenting that in less than one generation after ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s
martyrdom, the vizier Dargazini was held personally responsible for his exe-
cution. ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s inclusion in this philosophical fabagat work predates
his inclusion in any Sufi Zadhkira. Bayhaqi also authored the Zatimma siwan al-
hikma as a sequel to Aba Sulayman Mantiqi Sijistani’s Siwan al-hikma. This
important text was translated into Persian in the fourteenth century.

Shahrazuri, Nughat al-arwah. Shahraziri was a seventh- /thirteenth-century
illuminationist (ishrag7) philosopher, who followed in the footsteps of Shaykh
al-Ishraq, Shihab al-Din Yahya Suhrawardi (d. §87/1191). His biographical
wotk, the Nughat al-arwah, is our main soutrce for the life of Suhrawardi.
In addition, it provides 122 biographical entries on a number of Greek and
Islamic philosophers.”

Nasir al-Din b. “Umdat al-Mulk Munshi Yazdi, Durrat al-akhbar wa lamaat
al-amwar. YazdD’s work was essentially a partial Persian translation of Bay-
haqt’s Zatimma siwan al-hikma. YazdT’s text was composed under the patronage
of Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad, the son of the famous vizier and historian,
Rashid al-Din Fadl Allah Tabib. As such, it was probably composed some-
time between 725/1325 and 736 /1336.

Having introduced and identified the key figures and texts, we are now well
situated to move to a historiographic analysis of the Great Saljags.
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Chapter One

Deconstructing the Great Saljaq Myth

This urgent plea was sent from the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Qa’im Bi Amr Allah
to the Turkish warlord Tughril Beg of the Saljuq tribe in 450/1058:

Allah, Allah!
musalmani 1a daryab,
ki dushman mustanli shud, wa shuGr-i garmatiyan zabir gasht.

(By God, by God!
Save Islam [musalmani].'
The cursed enemy has overcome us, and the
Qarmati” propaganda is widespread.)

The text of this letter is featured prominently in many historical chronicles,
and its tone has shaped much of the contemporary scholarship on the late
‘Abbisid period and the rise of the Saljaq dynasty.” Recent scholarship holds
that the Sunni Caliphate had been weakened for a century (dubbed the “Shi‘i
century”) during which it was manipulated by Shi‘i Buwayhid amirs. Further-
more, the caliphate is held to have been undermined by the establishment of
the Fatimi Isma‘Tli Caliphate-Imamate in Cairo in 969 c.E.* The Qarmatis in
the caliphal letter refer to the Fatimid-backed forces led by a Turkish mili-
tary leader, Basasiri, who had captured Baghdad, proclaimed the Shi‘T call to
prayer and inserted the name of the Fatimi Caliph al-Mustansir in the £butha
in 450/1058. Furthermore, Basasiri had exiled the Abbasid Caliph to ‘Ana
and killed some of his administrators, including the vizier Aba ’I-Qasim ‘Ali
b. al-Hasan b. Maslama, in a most gruesome manner.” Al-Katib al-Isfahani
summarizes the anxieties of this age in a pun-filled, poetic statement: “The
example (sunna) of Basasiri was a hideous one, and almost extinguished the
Divine Light. This was because he insisted on calling people to follow the
bastard in Egypt ( fa-annabu daa ila T-da’% bi-misr musirr®”).”® According to these

[1]
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accounts, the caliph repeatedly begged for Tughril’s help. The sources credit
Tughril with heeding the caliph’s cry for help by quoting this Qur’anic verse
in his response letter: “Go back to them. We shall soon come with our armies which they
will not be able to face. We shall drive them out of (the land) with ignominy, and they will
be humbled.””

The historical chronicles go on to record Tughril’s march to Baghdad and
defeat of Basasiti. They detail, in a grand style, his restoring of the caliph to
the caliphate.® The chronicles credit the Saljugs not only with rescuing the
caliphate, but also with reestablishing social order and propagating a norma-
tive interpretation of Islam, that is, the same “saving of Islam” that is alluded
to in the caliphal letter. Much of contemporary scholarship has naively come
to accept this depiction of the Saljags. Even the usually astute historian of
premodern Muslim Iran, C. E. Bosworth, does not problematize this con-
struction: “Toghril’s march to Baghdad has often been viewed as a Sunni cru-
sade to rescue the Caliph from his Shi‘T oppressors . . . We can only guess at
Toghril’s inner motives, but it is surely relevant to note that his Iranian ad-
visers included many officials from Khurasan, the most strongly Sunni part of
Iran.”” Likewise, a recent survey of Islamic history, written by the prominent
social historian Francis Robinson, reiterates this notion by further empha-
sizing the connections between the Saljugs, ‘Abbasids, and religious ortho-
doxy: “The Caliphate was given another lease of life as the Turks freed the
Abbasids from their Buyid thralldom and created a new institution, the uni-
versal Sultanate. Henceforth the Caliph bestowed legitimacy on the effective
holders of power as he did when he crowned the first Saljaq Sultan in 1058,
while it was now the Sultan’s duty to impose his authority on the Islamic com-
munity, defending it against attacks from outside and denials of God’s word
within.”"

Nor has this type of a characterization been limited to works originating
in the field of Islamic studies. Even post-Kemalist works of Turkish scholat-
ship, steeped in modernist nationalism, have perpetuated such a depiction of
the Saljugs and their relationship with the ‘Abbasid Caliphate. The Turkish
scholar Ibrahim Kafesoglu states:

When the Seljuks appeared on the scene in the eleventh century, they
found a Muslim world in complete political disarray . . . Moreover, to
the great consternation of Sunni Muslims, the Caliph in Cairo was a
Shi‘T and bent on imposing his authority and version of Islam on them
all. In Baghdad, the legitimate successor to Muhammad was little more
than a puppet in the hands of another Shi‘T dynasty. It seemed to many
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Sunnis that true, orthodox Islam would soon be displaced by heresy. In
addition to political and religious disunity, Islamic culture had begun to
decline . . . As Sunnis, the Seljuks came on the scene as liberators, res-
cuing the ‘Abbasid Caliph from his Shi‘T masters, and crushing heresy
wherever they found it."

The themes here are as familiar as they are recurrent: “freeing” the ‘Abbasid
Caliphate, defending Islamdom from external attacks, and purging Islamic
thought from internal heresies. For the most part, contemporary scholar-
ship on the Saljaqgs, whether it comes from the perspective of Islamic studies,
Iranian history, or Turkish studies, has come to accept the depiction of the
Saljags in the historical chronicles as historical fact rather than a construction
which has been deliberately manufactured and propagated by successive gen-
erations of historians and administrators intent on justifying and legitimizing
the Saljugs. Our starting point in this venture is the deconstruction of this
carefully crafted ideological presentation of the Saljugs, what I shall refer to
as the Great Saljuq Myth. As Julie Meisami has stated, “The medieval histo-
rian’s primary interest lay less in recording the ‘“facts’ of history than in the
construction of meaningful narratives.”'* Likewise, we will be concerned here
with uncovering the various layers of meaning in these constructed Saljuq
narratives.

State (dawla), Order (nizam), and Religion (din)

To recognize the construction of the Saljaq image and its function as propa-
ganda in legitimizing the Saljugs, it is useful to recall the concept of ideol-
ogy."” The sources that sought to legitimize the Saljuq presence took part in an
ideological process of justifying the Saljugs. Saljuq ideology was not inimical
toward religion but should not be collapsed to religion either.'* I am here un-
interested in whether the Saljaqs were pious Muslims in their personal lives.
I am, however, greatly concerned with 4ow the depiction of Saljugs as pious
Muslims is used in soutces to legitimize them. I aim to investigate the vari-
ous ways in which the Saljaqs and their accomplices appropriated religious
symbols to legitimize themselves. This new and powerful ruling dynasty that
hailed from regions outside the heartland of Islamdom did not have access
to the genealogical modes of religious legitimization that appealed to descent
from the Prophet (as in the case of the ‘Abbasids). However, Saljuq ideology
could not, and indeed did not, ignore other means of appealing to rich reli-
gious symbols to justify their rule. The narratives that were designed to le-
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gitimize the Saljiq rule appealed to five modes of legitimization by claiming
that the Saljaqs

1. were obedient to (Sunni) Islamic principles

2. were loyal to the ‘Abbasid Caliphs

3. promoted social order throughout the realm and protected Muslim lives
and properties

4. patronized (Sunni “orthodox”) religious scholarship

5. put down heretics /social deviants.

These five elements are not listed per se in the sources; rather, depending
on the situation, the narratives appeal to one or more of these modes of le-
gitimization. Our concern is first to recognize each of the above assertions
as a key element of Saljiiq ideology in the narratives we are to encounter.
I intend to read the historical sources and political narratives, even poetry
and hagiography, of the Saljiaq era as part of a massive process to legitimize
the Saljuq rule. Having pointed out the constructed nature of the Great Sal-
jaq Myth, my secondary aim in this chapter is to document historical evi-
dence that undermines these modes of justification. For example, whereas the
sources are interested in depicting the Saljaqs as promoting social order, I
will marshal evidence to document the social discord brought on by the Turk-
ish warlords. Whereas the sources strive to depict a harmonious relationship
between the Saljuqs and the caliphs, I will document a contested, often tense
negotiation for power and authority. We will come back to these five domains
of justification repeatedly in rereading the historical narratives dealing with
the rise of the Saljugs. I do not aim to provide a positivistic historical narra-
tive of the Saljiq rise to power or an exhaustive overview of Saljaq history.”
Rather, I intend to analyze the ways in which these historical narratives func-
tion as ideological propaganda in justifying a Saljaq regime that had little
recourse to conventional models of religious legitimacy.

The political treatises and historical chronicles of this period posit a di-
rect connection between social order (nizam) and orthodoxy in matters of
religion (din). The movements that were deemed heretical (an identification
which naturally depended on the perspective of the defining group) were al-
most always accused of upsetting social order. One example of this linkage is
the depiction in al-Isfahani’s Nusrat al-fatra (now available only in al-Bundari’s
abridgment, Zubdat al-nusra) of the above-mentioned Fatimid-backed revolt
of al-Basasiri in 450/1058: “The order of Islam became disordered (wkh-
talla nizam al-islam). The Abode of Peace (Dar al-salam)'® became weakened.”"”
Much along the same lines, the able Saljaq administrator, Nizam al-Mulk,
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stated, “The most important thing which a king needs is sound religion (din-i
durust), because kingship and religion are like two brothers; whenever dis-
turbance (idtirab) breaks out in the country religion suffers too; heretics (bad-
dinan) and evil-doers (mufsidan) appear; and whenever religious affairs are in
disorder (ba-khalal), there is confusion (shirida) in the country; evil-doers gain
power and render the king impotent and despondent; heresy grows rife and
rebels make themselves felt.”"®

In his eulogy on Nizam al-Mulk, al-Katib al-Isfahani again returns to the
above association of Nizam and Din, stating, “Nizam al-Mulk restored order
(nizam) to the state,'” and stability and correctness to religion ( fa- ada T-mulk
ila T-nizam wa I-din ila -gawam).”* What is of interest to us here is the man-
ner in which the two semantic fields of state (wulk) and religion (din) were
made to interpenetrate one another in Saljaq ideology: the religion’s strength
and stability (qawam) were ideologically connected to the order (nizam) of the
realm (mulk). Furthermore, religion had to be ordered, to protect it from he-
retical attacks. The Saljuq state was also religiously sanctioned, meaning that
the Saljaq ideology of social order and justice would appropriate symbols of
religious legitimacy. The interplay between #izam and din underscores the ten-
sion (and the relationship) between religion and ideology in the case of the
Saljugs; these are clearly related categories that should nonetheless not be col-
lapsed onto one another. Saljuq ideology made full use of religious symbols,
and conversely the religious system patronized by the Saljugs had a great role
in legitimizing their existence.

Saljaq ideology was a multifaceted phenomenon and by necessity had to
acknowledge the ‘Abbasid Caliphs, the symbols of religiously legitimized po-
litical rule. We shall later on examine the actual relationship between the sul-
tans and the caliphs, a relationship that was far from harmonious. At this
time, it is the depiction of this relationship in Saljaq-legitimizing sources that
is of concern to us. We have already identified the assertion of a close rela-
tionship between the Saljiqs and the ‘Abbasids as the second component of
Saljuq ideology. The Saljigs moved in a span of one generation from identi-
fying themselves as humble clients (mawali)*' of the caliph to being his “right
hand” ( yamin). In his official letters written in 454 /1062, Tughril is heralded
as “the exalted Emperor of Emperors, King of the East and West, Reviver of
Islam, Lieutenant of the Imam, and Right Hand of the Caliph of God, the
Commander of the Faithful.”** While the term yamin amir al-muminin still im-
plies subordination to the caliph, it was also a strong reminder to the caliph
that without the powerful Saljaq military presence, the caliph would be ren-
dered politically powerless.
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The Saljaqs’ alleged obedience should not be separated from their claim
of following a “right-belief” (quite literally, ortho-dox) interpretation of Islam,
which is identical with the first component of Saljaq ideology. The chronicler
Qazwini, one of the historians (along with Rawandi, Nishapuri, and Rashid
al-Din Fadl Allah) who participated fully in the legitimizing of the Saljugs,
states that while many of the previous Muslim regimes were mulawwath, “beset
by defilement and pollution” (of thought, i.e., heresy),” the Saljuq kings were
pure and clean ( pak) of this defilement. They were Sunni, pak-din (of pure
religion), niki i'tigad (orthodox), and beneficent to their flock. It was due
to the baraka of these factors, Qazwini alleges, that no one rebelled against
them, causing them distress.* We have identified the putting down of hereti-
cal movements as a key component of Saljaq ideology. Historians of premod-
ern Islaimdom would surely recognize the great number of rebels who did in
fact revolt against the Saljuqs. Surely had there been no heretics in their midst,
Nizam al-Mulk would not have spent chapter after chapter in the Siyasar-nama
bemoaning their influence. What Qazwini’s claim conveys is not so much a
historical depiction as an ideological claim of orthodoxy that is used to justify the
Saljuqgs. We are in a real sense dealing here with a political genre that mirrors
saintly hagiographies.

Qazwini was neither the first nor the last chronicler to ascribe religious
orthodoxy to the Saljags. The chronicles vie with one another in depicting the
Saljuqgs’ obedience to Islam by offering a parade of exotic adjectives: mimwa
wa munqad-i fara’id wa sunan® (obedient and submissive to the religious duties
and prophetic paradigm), supporters of and obedient to the hadrat-i mugaddas-
i nabawi** (the sanctified Prophetic presence), and mitwa* wa mn'‘adid-i islkam wa
Jara'id (obedient to and helpers of Islam and religious duties).”” This exag-
gerated emphasis surely begs the question and deserves further examination,
which we shall undertake shortly.

The Saljuqid historian Rawandi most clearly articulates the alleged con-
nection between upholding normative Islam and the success of an empire.
In the introduction to his Rahat al-sudir, written for the Anatolian Saljaqid
ruler Kay-Khusrau ibn Arslan, Rawandi underscores this point by comparing
the Saljuq enterprise to a tree: “The root of this tree is edification and pro-
moting religion (fagwiyat wa tarbiyat-i din). The fruit of this tree is establishing
good institutions such as madrasas, khanaqahs, mosques, hospices, bridges,
water-stations for the pilgrimage road, the training of scholars, associating
with ascetics and saints, donating money, renewal of the creed of justice, and
maintaining of the traditions of government.”**

Rawandi further claims that the baraka (transferable and powerful bless-
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ing) of the Saljuq state was due to their patronizing of scholars, a feature
which we have identified as the fourth element of Saljaq ideology. According
to Rawandi, these religious scholars came forth from diverse regions of the

2

world, in particular the “two ‘Traqs”*’ and Khurasan. Furthermore, the Saljaq

chronicler stated that the scholars

composed books of jurisprudence, and gathered prophetic traditions.
They brought forth so many books on the definite and allegorical verses
of the Qur’an, exegesis, and authentic prophetic traditions that the root
of the faith was firmly established in the hearts. This resulted in the
heretics (bad-dinan) losing all hope [of gaining supremacy] . . . The realm
of the Saljuq Sultans was established through the baraka of the pen
[used] in writing juridical opinions, and the piety of [the great schol-
ars|. When the padshah, vassal, military commander, vizier, and all the
military would operate their possessions and land-grants according to
the Islamic law and the juridical opinions of the Imams of the faith, the
land was cultivated, and the provinces were inhabited.*

The composite nature of Saljuq ideology can be seen by noting that in
the above example, the Saljiq patronage of scholars—the fourth compo-
nent—reinforces the first component (obedience to #ik i tigad Islam) as well
as the fifth component, which involved putting down heretics.” These, in
turn, strengthen the overall security and well-being of the whole realm — the
third component of Saljaq ideology. As previously stated, the narratives that
sought to legitimize the Saljaqs not only emphasized one mode of justifi-
cation, they also moved rather freely among several modes. At this point, I
will demonstrate how the Saljaq-legitimizing chronicles incorporated all five
components of Saljiq ideology in constructing the Great Saljuq Myth.

The Great Saljuq Myth as Articulation of Saljiq Ideology

There are no extant historical chronicles from the early years of the Great Sal-
juq era (1055-1157). Almost all of our available data about the Saljugs comes
from later sources that were in one way or another engaged in the retrospec-
tive process that I call pious and urgent mythmaking. In using the concept
of myth, I do not mean to suggest that it is simply untrue in a positivist his-
torical fashion. Rather, I am using this term to imply a type of sacrosanct
history, particularly concerned with origins, which is believed to be true by
those who ascribe to the myth and propagate it.** The Great Saljiq myth was
a pious myth, as it seems to have been sorely needed and perhaps sincerely be-
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lieved by its constructors and transmitters. Its construction was also urgent:
it was fully elaborated in times that also suffered from social unrest and had
a need for appealing to ordered-orthodox eatlier times.” Thus, I propose to
read the chroniclers” depiction of the Saljugs as being the result of a pious
and urgent mythmaking process designed to legitimize the new and power-
ful rulers of Islamdom. I aim to demonstrate that the early Saljuqid histori-
cal narratives were in reality ideological propaganda that were carefully and
deliberately constructed to legitimize the Saljuq rule and to conceal any in-
formation which did not fit the modes of justification.

Myths are usually concerned with origins, and in this first chapter I will
deliberately focus on the depiction of the origins of the Saljaq family in the
chronicles, the emergence of the Saljuq clan as a distinct family within the
Oghuz tribe, their appearance on the Iranian plateau, and their eventual trans-
formation from a nomadic family into a ruling dynasty. Initially, it might
seem perplexing to focus on the origins of the dynasty and its rise to power,
especially when it is universally acknowledged that the apogee of its power
was not achieved until the third Great Saljaq Sultan, Malik-Shah, who ruled
from 1072 to 1092.** My choice of this earlier period is deliberate and tied to
historiographic issues. We do not possess any extant sources that were writ-
ten during the life of the first three Great Saljuq Sultans themselves. All the
historical chronicles were written well after the rise and break-up of the Sal-
jaq dynasty and retrospectively attempt to justify the Saljaqgs as upholders of
Sunni Islam and as humble servants of the caliphate. They often portray the
Saljags as pious forerunners of the later Turkic dynasties. In order to chal-
lenge this retrospective construction and de-privilege it, I will utilize two
types of sources: first, I will pay significant attention to the only source on Sal-
jaq history written before the appearance of Nizam al-Mulk (and thus the first
ideological articulation of the Great Saljuq Myth), a treatise titled Malik-nama,
which is itself no longer extant but which has been partially preserved by cer-
tain later authors. The image of the Saljugs that emerges from the Malik-nama
stands in a sharp contrast to the later ideological constructions of the Great
Saljuq Myth. Second, there are some allusions and fragmentary reports in the
later chronicles that do not fit the image of the Saljugs as rescuers of the caliph
and upholders of normative Islam and social order. I will also highlight these
fragments, further challenging the accepted depiction of the Saljugs that was
intended to legitimize them.

The later chapters explore the implications of “saving” Islam. In order
to rescue Islam, the Saljugs and the intellectuals affiliated with them had
to systematize, control, define, and propagate their construction of Islamic
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thought. It is not my contention that their construction of Islam was some-
how wrong, even as I do not take their definition of orthodoxy as somehow
normative and proscriptive. Rather, I am concerned with the very process of
claiming and constructing orthodoxy. Every construction has to include cer-
tain elements even as it excludes (explicitly and implicitly) many others. The
Saljuq construction of religious orthodoxy was neither random nor uncon-
tested. A major part of this project is concerned with tracing the elements
that were appropriated for the Saljuq construction of Islam and document-
ing the ones that were marginalized. However, before we get to a discussion
of the construction of the Islam that was being saved, we should take a closer
look at the group who was being asked to save Islam, as in the caliphal plea
Musalmant ra daryab. The irony is inescapable: a nomadic Turkish family from
Central Asia, which as recently as three generations before had been non-
Muslim, was asked by the religious and symbolic figurehead of Islamdom to
save Islam itself. Who were the Saljugs, and how did they arrive at the position
of power that led the caliph to approach them? How were the Saljugs trans-
formed from one family within one clan of a large confederation of Turkish
tribes to the effective rulers of premodern Islamdom in its heartland (Iran
and Iraq)? These are the questions that I will explore initially, before moving
on to the articulation and deconstruction of the Great Saljuq Myth.

Saljags and Oghuz

The Oghuz were a confederation of tribes who migrated from inner Asia
toward the Iranian plateau well before the rise of the Saljaqs to power. Al-
ready by the eighth century, the Oghuz had moved from the Orkhon and
Selenga valleys of Mongolia toward the areas of Irtysh and Syr Darya.”” In
discussing the Oghuz tribesmen from Balkh who captured the Saljiaq Sultan
Sanjar in 548/1153, Ibn al-Athir remarks, “Some Khurasani historians have
mentioned that these Oghuz came over to Transoxiana from the regions of
the marches which are in the remotest Turkish lands during the reign of the
Caliph al-Mahdi (775-85 c.E.).”** By 309-10/921-22, the Arab traveler Ibn
Fadlan had noted the presence of the Oghuz in the steppes between the Volga
and Khwarazm.”” He mentioned a band of the Oghuz who were living in ex-
treme poverty and wandered “like straying wild asses.”** It is also significant
to document that Ibn Fadlan recorded the military-political-tribal titles given
to the Oghuz leaders, which one encounters repeatedly in later Ghaznavid
and Saljuq history: Yabghi (chief), si-bashi (also called sahib aljaysh, military

commander), and 7za/ (a lesser commander).”” The Oghuz wete not a ho-
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mogenous ethnic group, and they tended to assimilate different tribes as they
moved out of Mongolia. The Turkish encyclopedist Mahmad Kashghari lists
twenty-two tribes of the Oghuz, some of which may even have been non-
Turkish.*” KashgharT states, “The Oghuz are a tribe of the Turks, the Ttirk-
man. They consist of twenty-two branches, each of which has a distinctive
brand (‘@lama) on its animals by which it is known from the others. The chief
of them is the Qiniq, to which our present Sultans belong.”*!

Kashghari adds that each of the above twenty-two divisions of the Oghuz
were a subtribe, and each subtribe in turn was made up of several subbranches.
It is at the level of subbranches that the “the names of the sub-tribes are the
name of their ancestors . . . just as among the Arabs one says ‘Bant Salim’.”**
This would seem to imply that the Great Saljuqs started out as simply one
family within the subbranch of one of the twenty-two subtribes comprising
the Oghuz.

In presenting the impact of the Oghuz-Saljaq migration into the regions
of the Iranian plateau and Iraq, and in documenting their disastrous impact
on the citied cultures, one may be tempted to classify this as yet a further
chapter in the dichotomy of “city-culture” (presumably Persian, and fully
Islamic) and “nomadic-culture” (primarily Turkish, always suspected of pa-
ganism, or at best superficial Islamization).” Even the distinguished historian
of premodern Iran, C. E. Bosworth, does not problematize this depiction and
passes this judgment on the Saljags: “The Seljuqs were all unfamiliar with
the ways and usages of civilised life.”* But one should be careful about see-
ing these categories (“refined-citied-Persian” vs. “ruffian-nomadic-Turkish”)
as absolute reflections of the social reality. For instance, the learned Turkish
scholars of this time, who valued the preservation of the riches of Turkish lan-
guage and culture, already bemoaned the “slurring” in the speech of Turks.
This slurring (rikka) was presumed to be the result of Turks mixing with
Persians, settling in their lands, or having become bilingual.”* If we accept
the correlation proposed by Kashghari, linking Persianate citied cultures*
with a slurring and decline of “elegant Turkish,” it is quite significant that
the Oghuz were singled out from all the Turkish groups as having had the
“lightest of the dialects,” implying that they had the greatest level of contact
with Persianate citied cultures.”” Another example that points to the vast net-
work of connections between the Persians and the Turks is the Turkish prov-
erb quoted by Kashghar: Tarsiz tiirk bolmas, bassiz birk bolmas (A Tark is never
without a Persian [just as] a cap is never without a head.)* Even if some of the
sources (e.g., Siyasat-nama) at times fall back on essentializing the “Persian”
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versus the “Turk,” we must recognize that the historical reality was a far more
nuanced one, with various levels of cooperation, conflict, and assimilation.*

While the Islamization of the Turkish tribes had begun a few centuries
earlier, the process was far from having been completed, or of even resulting
in a majority of Turks accepting Islam. There were ongoing battles between
recently converted Turkish tribes and pagan ones. Ibn al-Athir reports that
in the year 435/1043-44, ten thousand “tent-dwellers” from Bala-Saghiin and
Kashghar in Transoxiana embraced Islam. Ibn al-Athir’s sigh of relief (“God

thus eliminated their evil from being directed towards Muslims”*")

surely
resonated in the citied cultures of Khurasan and Transoxiana which had been
subjected to periodic raids of the pagan, nomadic Turkic tribes. The great
number of converts at this occasion, even if exaggerated, suggests that the
conversion of Turks to Islam was far from complete even in the mid-eleventh
century, at the time of the Saljugs’ rise to power. The possible pagan origin of
the Turkish intruders, and of the Saljaq tribe in particular, posed a significant
problem for the later chroniclers to deal with—and also to cover up.

We are fortunate to possess an account in the anonymous tenth-century
geographical treatise Hudid al-Glam® that describes the early Oghuz con-
federacy. This rather unflattering account was written after the Oghuz had
entered lands bordering Dar al-iskam but well before the Saljaq rise to power.
It helps to offset some of the glowing descriptions of the early Saljaqgs by
chroniclers who were all too eager to please their patrons:*

The Ghuz* have arrogant faces (shakh-riy) and are quarrelsome (sitiza-
kar), malicious (badh-rag), and malevolent (hasid). Both in summer
and winter they wander along the pasture-lands and grazing-grounds
(¢charagah-va-giya-khwar). Their wealth is in horses, cows, sheep, arms,
and game in small quantities. Among them merchants are very numer-
ous. And whatever the Ghiiz, or the merchants, possess of good or
wonderful is the object of veneration by the Ghaz. [The Ghaz| greatly
esteem the physicians (fabiban) and, whenever they see them, venerate
them (namazg, barand ), and these doctors ( pzjishkan) have command over
their lives (&hsn) and property (khwasta). The Ghuz have no towns,* but
the people owning felt-huts are very numerous. They possess arms and
implements (silah va alat) and are courageous and daring (shikh) in war.
They continually make inroads ( ghagw) into the lands of Islam (nawahi-yi
islam), whatever place be on the way (ba har ja7 uftadh), and [then] strike
(bar-kithand ), plunder, and retreat as quickly as possible. Each of their
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tribes has a [separate] chief on account of their discords (#a-sazandagr)
with each other.”

The dominant characteristics of the Oghuz confederation that emerge
from this account are their nomadic lifestyle, the customary raiding into the
sedentary Islamic lands,™ and a fierce temperament. The reverence for the
physicians and doctors might very well be an allusion to the prominence of
shamanic figures.

Again, it is tempting to conclude from the above account that the Oghuz
confederation was nothing more significant than a wandering, nomadic
bunch of ruflians. It is important to point out that contrary to the claim of
the above account and certain other chroniclers, sedentary culture was not
completely unknown to them.”” Both Mas‘adi and Ibn Hawqal report that the
Turks lived in an algarya al-haditha (Persian: dib-i nan, Turkish: Yengi-Kent,
English: new town) on the lower Syr Darya. Many of these urban Turks were
from the Oghuz confederation and included both bawadi (nomads) and hadar
(sedentaries).*® Kashghari produced a map in which he identified the lower
Syt Darya as “land of the Oghuz towns.”* In light of the political shrewdness
of the later Saljuqs in dealing with political and intellectual notables (& %an),”
it should not come as a surprise that they already had some measure of famil-
iarity with citied Islamic cultures, and in particular in dealing with the mer-
chants and the ‘ulama’ of these sedentary regions. The merchants among the
Oghuz, mentioned in the Hudsid al- Glam, were no doubt responsible for bring-
ing their products to the cities, thus negotiating sedentary and nomadic cul-
tures. This negotiation was intensified and became more complex with the
entry of the Saljigs into the heartland of Islamdom in the eleventh century.

A recurrent term pertaining to both the Saljaqs and the larger Oghuz is
that of the Ziirkmen Persian= Turkaman /Turkaman|. This term came into use
in the latter part of the tenth century. For some historians, such as Bayhaqi, it
is a convenient term to refer to all the Oghuz who were harassing the frontiers
of the Ghaznavid empire." The Saljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk also uses this
term to refer to the tribal following of the Saljaq Sultans. In the Siyasar-nama,
the able vizier impresses on the sultan that the Zirkamanan are the sultan’s kin
and had served the realm faithfully in the beginning.®” The great encyclope-
dist and lexicographer Mahmiud Kashghari provides an amusing legend in
which the title Ttirkmen is given to certain tribesmen of the Oghuz by none
other than Dha ’l-Qarnayn! In this account, the mysterious “two-horned”
figure (often identified in Muslim literature with Alexander the Great®’) com-
ments that a certain group of tribesmen are Ziurk-manand (i.e., they look like
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Turks).* In another section, Kashghari specifically identifies the Ttirkmen as
the Oghuz.® For our purposes here, it is the future role the Turkmen would
play as a social force in Saljiiq society that is of primary interest.

The Saljaq Family

There has been considerable scholarly debate over the correct transliteration
of the eponym of the Saljugs. V. Barthold held that in accordance with Turk-
ish sources, such as the Diwan lughat al-tnrk of Mahmud Kashghari, the proper
spelling should be Seljiik.*® Furthermore, the noted Russian Orientalist also
pointed out that the common European spelling of Se/jug violates the rules of
vowel harmony in Turkish.®” In fact many of these Turkish sources specifically
spell the name as Sin-lam-jim-kaf. Kashghari was well known for his atten-
tion to phonetic differences and includes the name in the class of palatalised
words (i.e., those with front vowels).”® However, almost all the Persian and
Arabic sources distinctly record the name of the tribe as sin-lam-jim-waw-
qaf—Saljug. The connections between this name and derivations such as sa/
mak (attack, charge) and sakhug (dashing, charging) are not yet clear. These
etymologies are derived from the root of sa/, which means “to move (some-
thing), to put into motion with some implication of violent motion.”* In the
present work, I shall adopt the transliteration Saljiq to honor the Persian and
Arabic sources, while acknowledging that the original Turkish pronunciation
might in fact have been closer to that suggested by Kashghari and favored by
Barthold.

There are some significant disagreements among the sources regarding
the rank and nobility of the Saljuq family within the wider Oghuz confed-
eration. On one hand, Kashghari records the narrative from the 7arikh of
Abu ’1-Ala’ [ibn] Hassal (d. 450/1058),” which claimed that the Saljugs’ an-
cestry was traceable (through thirty-four generations) to the mythic Tarani
king Afrasiyab.” In the later accounts, these claims to royal ancestry are even
ascribed to the early Saljuq figures themselves. The Sajjig-nama of Nishapuri
and the Jami‘ al-tawarikh by Rashid al-Din Fadl Allah depict the Saljaqgs as
having refused to pay taxes to the Ghaznavid Sultan Mas‘ad by replying, “We
are from the race of kings (nighad-i padshahan).””* This remark, conspicuously
absent from the earlier chronicles, clearly stands at the end of a long histo-
riographic transformation of the origins of the early Saljags. While one is
tempted to dismiss these accounts from a positivistic historical perspective,
they are an important indication of the attempt of the later Saljiq chronicles
to retrospectively bestow nobility upon the Saljiaqgs in order to cover their
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rather humble origins. It should be recalled that the very same Ibn Hassil, an
official in Tughril’s court who was possibly the head of his chancery, was com-
missioned to write a work titled 7afdi/ al-atrak (The Preeminence of the Turks).
That this work was written in Arabic, a language of which the Saljuq wat-
lords themselves were ignorant,” is indicative of the fact that such works were
written for the benefits of others (i.e., to legitimize the Saljugs in the eyes of
the established Arab and Persian Muslim notables who were suspicious of the
newly powerful ruling dynasty). These works represent the earliest attempts at
a process of legitimization, a process that would become progressively more
sophisticated and systematic in the subsequent generations.

On the other hand, we can find other accounts that contradict the regal
origins theory of the above chroniclers and suggest instead a rather humble
beginnings for the family of the future sultans. These sources state that the
Saljagid clan members carved out poles for the nomadic tent-huts (khargab-
tarash) and were in the service of the Turkish padshahs.” It is interesting to note
how vehemently some modern Turkish scholars have rejected the association
of the Saljuqgs with this craft, which would have been essential to a nomadic
tribe. Some Turkish scholars have even attempted to cover up the manifes-
tation of this account in eatlier sources and dismissed it as “groundless.””
Khwiand-Mir, who had access to the no longer extant Malik-nama, offers a
middle-ground position, and states that the Saljaqs were “from the reputable
commanders” (ag jumla umara™i mu‘tabar) in the service of the Yabghs who ruled
the Khazar plains in the lower Volga and southern Russia.”

The Prehistory of the Saljaq Clan: Duqiq and Saljaq

There is little in the early history of the Saljuq family to have predicted their
transformation into a successful dynasty. In tracing the prehistory of the Sal-
jaq clan, we are faced with yet another historiographical problem. The most
useful text on the early history of the Saljaqs is the no longer extant Malik-
nama.”” While this work has not reached us, two premodern authors who
had access to the Malik-nama quote extensively from it. The first of the two
premodern authors was the Persian historian Ghiyath al-Din ibn Humam
al-Din, better known as Khwand-Mir.” The second was the Syriac author
Bar Hebraeus, who also had access to the Persian Malik-nama, and is per-
haps the most important non-Muslim source for the early history of the Sal-
jags.” Claude Cahen has emphatically argued for the necessity of incorpo-
rating Syriac chronicles, and in particular Bar Hebraeus’s Chronography,™ into
a study of the early Saljuqgs.”” The insights provided by the two authors quot-
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ing from the Malik-nama are necessary to offset the mythmaking endeavors of
later sources on the Saljugs. As I shall demonstrate, some of the later sources
omitted specific details about the founders of the Saljaq dynasty that did not
fit into the ideological construction designed to legitimize the Saljuq state.

As is the case with other rare Turkish names which passed on to Persian
and Arabic chronicles, there is considerable disagreement over the correct
spelling of the name of the head of the Saljaq family. Khwand-Mir records
his name as either Duqiq® or Wuqiq.” The other source going back to the
Malik-nama, Bar Hebraeus, preferred Tuqaq.* The later Muslim sources echo
this ambivalence.*® What can be established with certainty about Duqgaq was
that his strength and bravery earned him the honorific Zimar-Yaligh, “iron-
bow.”*® He is believed to have been in the service of the Yabghi, the ruler
of the Khazar Turks.*” The later Saljiq mythology portrays Dugaq as having
prevented the Yabghi from attacking the Abode of Islam (Dar al-islkam).** Ibn
al-Athir records an account in which the Yabghi had gathered up his army
in order to attack Muslim lands. Duqaq argued with him and tried to pet-
suade the Yabghi to spare the Muslims. The discussion boiled over, and Dugaq
hit the Yabght over the head (with a stick?), causing some injury. Duqaq
was in great personal danger, until there was a rapprochement between the
two at a later point.*”” Neither of our two eatliest sources directly citing the
Malik-nama (Khwand-Mir and Bar Hebraeus) mentions this alleged struggle
between Duqiq and the Yabgha. Our task is more than to simply dismiss this
later account as somehow spurious and mythical. We need to examine o this
account fits into a larger pattern of legitimizing the Saljags. This later tradi-
tion is no doubt a retrospective attempt to already identify the ancestor of the
tribe as having “saved” Muslims from the infidels. As we have seen, claims of
protecting Muslims and Islamdom against internal and external threats and
injustice were an important component of Saljiiq ideology. This narrative de-
ploys the third component of Saljuq ideology, that of promoting social order
and protecting Muslim lives and properties.

Duqagq’s son, Saljagq, is significant for the later history of the clan which
bears his name for his shrewd adoption of Islam. He is stated to have been the
first among his people to have accepted Islam and to have lived among Mus-
lims (sa‘ada bi “I-iman wa mujawarat al-muslimin).”® Husayni describes Saljuq as
having accepted the “pure, primordial religion” (al-din al-hanifi).’" The state-
ment describing the Saljiq faith as pure from its origin belongs to the same
discourse of legitimization that will attempt to depict the Saljugs as purify-
ing Islamic thought later. The account of Saljaq’s conversion can be verified
through the Malik-nama, where it is asserted that “the opening of his heart was
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illuminated through the lights of zzwhid, and Saljaq along with his kin and ser-
vants became Muslims. They occupied themselves with learning the Qur’an
and the injunctions of Islamic law.””* There is no reason to dismiss the sin-
cerity of this conversion altogether, especially given some of the monotheistic
inclinations already present among the Oghuz.”” On the other hand, the em-
phasis on learning the Qur’an and shari‘a by anything more than a small mi-
nority of the decidedly non-Arabic speaking (and overwhelmingly illiterate)
tribes seems farfetched. Furthermore, the earliest sources suggest an equally
pragmatic reason: Saljiq told his clan that unless they embraced the religion
of the land in which they now resided, they would not be able to persist there.
The Syriac historian Bar Hebraeus records Saljaq as having told his progeny,
“If we do not enter the faith of the people of the country in which we desire
[to live] and make a pact with them (or conform to their customs), no man will
cleave to us, and we shall be a small and solitary people.””* Having agreed on
this, the Saljaqs sent an envoy to the Khwarazm city of Zandak and asked for
some religious scholars to be sent out to them. The people of the town sent
them a missionary (mubashshir), plus gifts for the new converts.”

Hijra, Ghazw, and Orthodoxy:
Islamic Modes of Legitimizing the Saljaqs

The later chronicles make an explicit connection between Saljaq’s adoption
of Islam and the relocation to the “Abode of Islam” (Dar al-islam). Saljaq is
credited with having moved his family from Dar al-harb to Dar al-islam, spe-
cifically to the region of Jand (in the lower Syr Darya) around the year 96o
c.e.”® Jand was a city well-known to the Oghuz. The author of Hudsid al-Glam
mentions that Jand (=Kh.vara) was the place in which the ruler of the Oghuz
would spend winters.”” There are also other explanations given for this move.
A very reasonable explanation has Saljiiq moving his tribe from the Khazar
plains to Turkistan due to some enmity between him and the ruler. Initially,
Saljuq was a favorite of the Yabghi, even rising to the rank of Si#-bashi (Arabic:
qa’id al-jaysh). Many of the sources bring up this title,”® and even the encyclo-
“the grandfather of the present Sultans. He was called S Bas7.”** The sources
are also unanimous in asserting that the wife of the Turkish Yabghi was re-
sponsible for the rift between the young commander and the Yabghs. In one
account she is described as having become alarmed at the increasing power
of the young commander. In another account, easily reconcilable with the
first, she is depicted as having been offended when Saljaq attempted to as-
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sume a more prominent seat in the royal court than the king’s own family."”
She incited her husband to kill the young commander, but Saljaq left just be-

101

fore falling prey to this trap."”" One can also not dismiss the possibility that
the perpetual search for pasture lands might have led Saljuq to seek out new
grounds.

There are two later ideological meanings that are ascribed to this act of mi-
gration to Jand. Certain Muslim sources seek to interpret this move as a bjjra,
a movement from the Abode of Infidelity to the Abode of Islam."”> On the
other hand, some Turkish nationalist historians such as Kafesoglu have inter-
preted this movement of Saljuq, his family and servants, 1,500 camels, and
50,000 sheep'” as “the great Oghuz migration.”'** The scholars who wish to
see some manifest destiny in this migration would do well to recall the dif-
ference between migration and conquest.'” While these two modes of inter-
pretation differ vastly in their orientation, they are both attempts to impose
an ideological interpretation on an act that was simply part of the perennial
nomadic concern to find new grazing lands for the flock. Perhaps all such
skirmishes and migrations contain their own ideological components. The
key here is that upon conversion, these skirmishes are framed in an Islamic
discourse. In other words, the attempts to place the migration into a hijra
framework deploy the first component of Saljuq ideology, which emphasizes
Saljuq obedience to Islam.

The sources are in agreement that after arriving in Jand and having em-
braced Islam, Saljaq prevented the agents of the pagan Yabghsi from collecting
the &haraj tax from the Muslim population of that town. However, there are
significant disagreements among the sources going back to the Malik-nama
and later sources in terms of how this story is interpreted. Ibn al-Athir inter-
preted these battles as ghagwa,'® while another source ascribed the honorific
al-Malik al-ghazi to Saljuq as a result of these confrontations."” This account
can be seen as a further elaboration of the topos of Saljugs as ghag7 wartiors
that we have already seen with Duqaq. This mode of interpretation deploys
the third component of Saljuq ideology, promoting social order and protect-
ing Muslim lives and properties. The eatliest version of this narrative is found
in Khwand-Mir. Here, the gist of the conflict is tied not to an ideological de-
fense of Muslims, but simply to the recapture of a flock of camels that had
been stolen by the forces of the pagan kings.'™ A simple skirmish over a flock
of sheep between two Turkish tribal forces had come to be reinterpreted in
later chronicles and recast in the context of the defense of Muslims against at-
tacks from outside threats. The ideological meaning ascribed to the skirmish
is recognizable as one of the core elements in the main ideological legitimiza-
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tion of the Saljugs, that of promoting social order. Saljaq is said to have died
at a very advanced age, perhaps 107."”” As impressive as the longevity of the
eponym of the Saljags is, it might also indicate an attempt to bridge the gap
between the (pagan) prehistory of the family and their (ideologically justified)
presence.

The tension between the Saljuq family and the Yabgha would not wane.
The Ghaznavid historian Bayhaqi informs us that there was still “an ancient
group-prejudice, a strong dislike, and blood|-shed|” (2 assub-i gadim wa kina-yi
saab wa khin) between the descendants of Saljaq and Shah-Malik, the son and
successor of the same Yahgha." Shah-Malik ambushed the Saljuq family in the
year 425/1033-34, killing between seven and eight thousand of the Saljaqid
tribesmen. By the year 433 /1041-42, the Saljaqgs had regrouped and defeated
Shah-Malik."" From this point on, they were able to assert themselves as the
paramount force in the Qiniq tribe and thus the Oghuz as a whole. While
most of our historical chronicles are interested in placing the rise of the Sal-
juq dynasty within the narratives of Islamic or Perso-Islamic history, it is also
essential to locate the Saljuq success as an important chapter in the intratribal
(and intertribal) Turkish competition for supremacy in western and central
Asia. These are not mutually exclusive; as I will demonstrate later, the early
Saljugs themselves were interested in the Perso-Islamic history narrative, but
that narrative should not lead us to exclude the intratribal competition."?

The future destiny of the Saljuq clan is retrospectively predicted in a rather
strange dream attributed to Saljuq. In this dream, he is said to have uri-
nated fire, the sparks of which spread to the east and the west (inna-hu yabili
nar” yatalazza sharari-ha fi “I-mashariqi al-ard wa magharibi-ha)."” The dream-
interpreter (muabbir) consulted by Saljiq offered an interpretation which no
doubt proved pleasing to the warlord: his descendants were destined to rule
over the whole Earth. T here disagree with Bosworth’s dismissal of the muabbir
as being merely a “Turkish shaman.”"* As much as urination might strike our
contemporary sensitivities as being an odd symbol for conveying universal
dominion, it was a common symbol in premodern Muslim dream manuals,
frequently tied to virility and power." One could also see urine as being a
symbol of “seed.”

The same type of reinterpretive process is evident in recasting the events
of the subsequent generation: Ibn al-Athir records Saljaq’s son, Mika’il (the
father of both Tughril and Chaghri), as partaking in a ghagwa against the
pagan Turks and attaining to martyrdom in the path of God ( fz astashhada fi
sabil Allah).""* By now it is almost redundant to remark that this narrative is
also not found in the earlier source, Malik-nima. Given the connotations of
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ghazi not merely as a warrior, but as a warrior of faith, one already sees in this
narrative the seeds of legitimization that were fully articulated for the Saljaq
Sultans of three generations later. The topos of the Saljaqid ruler as the ghag7
taps into two modes already mentioned in the ideological justification of the
Saljugs: the obedience to Islam as well as the desire to offer protection for
Muslim lives. The sources provide no other details regarding Mika’il other
than his alleged martyrdom. This account (combined with Saljaq’s remark-
able longevity) fills in the gap, bringing the narrative right up to Tughril him-
self: the pagan background, or at best recent conversions of the Saljaq clan,
is covered by claiming the Saljaqs as multigenerational fighting champions
for the faith and protectors of Muslim lives and properties.

Having thus portrayed the founders of the Saljaq clan as ghazis intent on
protecting Muslims from external threats, historians such as Rawandi can
then legitimize the Saljaqs’ rule by describing the entire Saljaq family as “pos-
sessing religion (din-dar), avoiding heedlessness [of God], . . . desirous of visit-
ing the house [of God] Ka‘ba, and [seeking] intimacy with the Imams of the
faith.” Rawandi goes on to praise the “pure belief and the purity of creed”
(itigad-i pak wa safi-yi agidat) of Suljuq Sultans like Tughril, claiming that no

one possessed more “Muhammadan religion” than this sultan."’

Qazwini lays
an even greater emphasis on the “Ortho-doxy” of the Saljugs; he describes
them as having been “pure and clean” ( pak), namely, of the defilement of
heresy. According to Qazwini, the Saljuqs were Sunni, “of pure religion”
( pak-din), quite literally “ortho-dox” (niks i tiqad ), and beneficent toward their
flock."® The later Anatolian Saljiq chronicler, Agsara’i, credited the Great
Saljuqs with having possessed faharat-i itigad, literally “[ritual] purity of be-
lief.”""”'This term, along with ik i tigad, are perhaps the most direct Persian /
Arabic equivalents to the English “orthodoxy,” meaning “correct belief” or
“right doctrine.”'** As part of the ideological language of legitimization, be-
lief was something that could be ritually pure or defiled. As with material
sources of impurity like urine and blood, beliefs are now described as being
alternatively pure or impure, even contaminable when they come into contact
with suspect elements. The Saljaqs were claimed as possessing the correct be-
lief; their non-Muslim tracks had been sufficiently covered. They could then
be depicted as purifying the other elements that were held to defile the pure
religion. It is imperative to recognize that all these accounts deploy that ele-
ment of Saljuq ideology which emphasizes their obedience to an orthodox
interpretation of Islam. This appeal to a normative view of Islam is used to
justify the new and powerful ruling Saljags in absence of genealogical modes
of religious legitimacy.
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The Weakened Saljaqgs as Clients of the Caliph

In the subsequent decades, the Saljugs became involved in the petty rivalries
of Transoxiana and Khwarazm, lending their fighting services to Qarakha-
nid (also called Ilik-Khanid) and Ghaznavid forces.'*" The Saljigs had been
weakened by two successive events: first, the Saljiq bands had split up, some
moving to Khurasan under the leadership of Arslan Ista’il."* This splintering
was a natural event in the life of a nomadic confederation perpetually in need
of new grazing lands, yet it significantly weakened their military solidarity.
The second event was Sultan Mahmad’s imprisoning of the Saljuqid leader,
Arslan Isra’il. According to Nishapuri, Sultan Mahmad had made peace with
the Ilik-khan kings of Turkistan.” The Ilik-khan ruler had been wary of the
size of the Saljuq clan, and he sent an alarming message to Mahmad in which
he stated that the Saljaqs were a group with “complete power and organized
force.” He managed to convince Mahmid that while the Ghaznavid king was
busy with raiding India, the Saljaqs might create “strife ( fitna) and corrup-
tion ( fasad).”*** Already in the Ilik-Khanid warning there is a link between
fitna and fasad, a foreshadowing of later Saljuq themes. While this connec-
tion is found in earlier periods of Islamic history, it becomes a constant re-
frain in the historical annals of this time period. As Meisami has pointed out,
fitna (civil strife) and fatra (slackening) are constantly juxtaposed against dawla
(prosperous rule, period of rule, dynasty) in this time period."

Mahmid set out to Bukhiara to inspect the Saljaqs personally in 416 /1025."*
Isra’il attended Mahmud’s camp with his son Aba ’l-Fawaris Qutulmush
(“The Sanctified”). Mahmud asked Ista’il whether he could count on the
Saljuq leader should a foe attack Khurasan while the Ghaznavid king was
preoccupied with conquests in India. The young (and naive) Saljagid com-
mander, Isra’l, pledged his loyalty to the Ghaznavid ruler. Mahmiad, no
doubt attempting to gauge the size of the Saljugid forces, asked how many
fighters Isra’il would be able to summon. Isra’l presented the sultan with two
arrows and a bow that could be used to summon the forces. Ista2’il boasted
that the first arrow would bring 100,000 men, the second 50,000, and the bow
200,000. It is worth noting that Nishapasi (and following him, Rashid al-
Din Fadl Allah) comments that Isra’il’s response arose out of “pride resulting
from intoxication, and youthful boasting.”"*’ Ironically, it seems that Ista’il’s
boast cost him his life; following the obligatory wine-drinking session, Mah-
mid, who was no doubt alarmed by the sheer number of forces claimed by
Isra’il, imprisoned the Saljaqid warlord at the fortress in Kalanjar for seven
years.'”® Ultimately, Isra’1l perished there.” After the two above events that
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weakened the Saljugs, they suffered successive defeats—first at the hands of
Sultan Mahmad in 419/1028,”" followed by their defeat in 425/1034 at the
hands of Shah-Malik of Jand."!

Once again the later chronicles attempt to reinterpret the account of Mah-
mud’s imprisoning of Ista’il and cast it in a framework which would prove
favorable to the Saljugs. They depict the imprisoned Isra’il as having sent a
dying wish to his kinfolk, pleading, “Exert yourself in seeking kingship. If
they defeat you ten times, do not become dismayed and do not turn back.
This king [Mahmd] is born from a slave (mawla-zada),”* he does not have a
[noble| genealogy, and is a traitor. Kingship will not remain with him, but
will pass on to you.”"** At this time, the Saljaqs were obviously in no posi-
tion to seek kingship, even within their own Qiniq tribe, much less the wider
Perso-Islamic world. This plea is yet another retrospective interjection. At the
same time, the contrasting of Sultan Mahmud as mawli-zada with the Saljaqgs’
alleged “noble” heritage fits into the discourse of legitimizing the Saljugs.

Even with all the above troubles, the Saljuqs successfully petitioned the
Ghaznavids to allow them to cross the Jayhtun (Oxus) river in 1025. However,
there were already concerned voices within the Ghaznavid camp: Arslan the
Hajib** beseeched the sultan to deny them this access, stating that their num-
ber was too great, they were massively armed, and this could all lead to strife
( fitna).”*® Arslan’s concerns not withstanding, the sultan did grant them pet-
mission, and the Saljaqs crossed the Oxus and set up camp near Nasa and
Baward circa 1025. That the Saljuqgs carried with them a sizable flock of ani-
mals is suggested by the size of the gift (seven hundred camels, three hundred
Turkish sheep) they made to the governor of Khurasan."”® Rawandi reports
that as long as Sultan Mahmad was alive, the Saljaqs did not advance any
further.”’

The Ghaznavid Sultan Mahmid died in the year 421/1030, and his two
sons Muhammad and Mas‘ad fought among themselves, until Mas‘ad be-
came the sultan.”* The death of the able Mahmud seems to have provided the
Saljuqgs with an opportunity to fortify their hold on Khurasan. In 426 /1035,
they wrote an exceedingly humble letter to the Ghaznavid vizier, Aba ’1-Fadl.
This letter, recorded in Bayhaqi’s 7arikh, starts out with the revealing state-
ment: “From the slaves Bayght [i.e. Yabghi],””® Tughril, and Dawud [i.e.,
Chaghri Beg], the clients (wawalr) of the Commander of the Believers.”"** The
Saljags pleaded that they had been on good terms with the previous Qara-
khanid ruler, ‘Ali-Tegin. However, since that ruler’s death, his son had op-
pressed the Saljigs. They further stated that the Ghaznavid general Altin-
Tash had permitted them to use his lands as a grazing area for their flock.
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The Saljaqs humbly asked the Ghaznavids to be permitted to use the plains of
Nasa and Farava for their flock. They vowed, in return, to put down mufsids
(evil-doers) from Khwaraz, Jayhan, and Dihistan, and to keep the “Iraqi
Tirkmen” under control. This letter, which appears in a Ghaznavid source
not connected to the legitimizing of the Saljuqgs (and in fact at times hos-
tile to them), already contains the seeds of Saljaq ideology, which would be
fully articulated in the subsequent generations. The labeling of the Saljaqgs as
“clients” of the ‘Abbasid Caliph has been identified as a key component of Sal-
jaq ideology. The claim of putting down fasad (corruption, perverse unruli-
ness), often associated with heretical movements, is none other than another
component of Saljaq ideology.

Here we come across one of the central historiographic contributions of
the present study. This letter is an important document in demonstrating
that the legitimization of the Saljaqs was not entirely a product of the later
chronicles, but a fuller articulation and reinterpretation of modes of justifi-
cation already begun by the Saljaqs themselves much earlier. It should not be
assumed that the ideological justification of the Saljiigs was a process in which
they themselves had no interest or participation.”' While the construction
and articulation of the Saljaq ideology was undertaken by their able admin-
istrators, affiliated scholars, and chroniclers, they themselves had begun to
deploy some of these modes of legitimization. We cannot simply present the
Great Saljuq Myth as a product of later generations of historians; we have to
account for the Saljaqs’ own agency in the construction of this discourse.

The deeper penetration of the Saljaqgs into Khurasan resulted in the deep
distress of many locals. This was to prove a recurrent pattern in the next
fifty years all across the Iranian plateau and Iraq, as we shall document.
Furthermore, it would be hard to exaggerate the significance of the Saljaq-
legitimizing sources covering up these social commotions in order to per-
petuate the myth of the Saljaqs as upholders of social order. Even as Saljaq-
legitimizing historians such as Qazwini claim that the Saljaqs won over the
hearts of the people of Khurasan and acted as intermediaries in their dis-

putes,'**

other historical narratives undermine this depiction by documenting
that toward the end of 418 /1027-28, the citizens of Nasi and Baward went to
the Ghaznavid court (in Ghazna) to complain of the fasad-i turkamanan, that is,
the “perverseness caused by the Tiirkmen.”"* The evidence of these sources
(which were not involved in the process of legitimization of the Saljugs) tends
to suggest that far from protecting Muslim cities, the Saljaqs had a devastat-
ing impact on the cities of Khurasan.

There is a curious silence in many of the Saljiq chronicles regarding the
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exact whereabouts of the Saljiq leaders and their activities in the eatly 1030s.
Most of the later Muslim sources provide little information about the Saljaqs
between the above complaints in 1027-28 and the later battles with Sultan
Mas‘tad in 1040. There are only scant suggestions in most Muslim sources
that when the Saljuqs lost hope of the Ghaznavid Sultan releasing their im-
prisoned uncle, they changed their policy from one of “geniality” to one of
“terror” against the people in the frontier areas (abdalii inas al-nas bi-ihash al-
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hashiya)."** None of the Muslim sources dared to elaborate on this campaign
of terror. It is the Syriac historian, Bar Hebraeus, who provides details of Sal-
juq activities which contradict all later mythologization of Saljugs as uphold-
ers of social order: Tughril and ChaghtT are described as having crossed the
Jayhtin (Oxus) and “utterly destroying the city of Damghan.”"** They are also
depicted as having committed the same atrocity in Rayy."** On this point we
have a later confirmation through Agsara’1, who states that Tughril personally
was responsible for the plunder and murders in Rayy."” This frank admission
(from a source written under Saljiq patronage, nonetheless!) confirms that
one cannot draw a neat division between “wild” Oghuz and a “city /Muslim-
protecting” Tughril. The leaders themselves were intricately involved in these
fitnas. Bar Hebraeus further blames the whole “Ghuzzaye” (i.e., Oghuz) for
slaughtering Arabs and Kurds in Armenia and talking spoils, and also for kill-
ing Kurds in Urmiya in Adharbaijan. Perhaps the most shocking allegation
is that they entered the city of Maragha, took prisoners, and burned the main
mosque.'** In all likelihood, these actions were led by Chaghri Beg, who was
leading the expedition to Adharbaijan.'*

The silence of the Muslim sources can best be explained as part of an at-
tempt to cover up or sanitize the actions of the Saljags that did not fit the
paradigm of upholders of social order. As we have seen, this theme was a
crucial part of the process of legitimizing the Saljuags, as the second compo-
nent of Saljaq ideology. As such, narratives that did not fit this ideological
model were marginalized. The Saljuq legitimizing chronicles are not inter-
ested in giving a complete account of what the Saljaqs did. Rather, they em-
phasized those aspects that could be used to legitimize and justify the Saljugs
and distanced themselves from the narratives tha