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ABSTRACT

The Seljuk era holds special significance in the historical destiny of the Iranian nation. This Turkic-origin dynasty,
after a period of fragmentation, managed to reestablish the territorial unity of the Iranian empire, which had long
been disrupted. Remarkably, the Seljuks were quickly assimilated into Iranian civilization. Undoubtedly, the rapid
formation of a centralized Seljuk government can be attributed to the fact that, by that time, Iran had retained its
linguistic and ethnic identity. The Iranian society in the 11th century CE (5th century AH) was deeply chaotic,
insecure, and unstable. This society was afflicted both by the anarchy caused by the aggression of the nomadic, non-
Muslim Ghuzz tribes and by the radicalism of religious ideologues, inflamed by the extremist tendencies of the
Batiniyya and Hanafi schools. Through his wisdom and astute statesmanship, Nizam al-Mulk managed to elevate
the Seljuk state to a level of considerable grandeur. Khwaja Nizam al-Mulk was a distinguished vizier and statesman
who left behind a remarkable legacy in both scholarly and administrative domains. During his thirty years of service
as vizier, he laid the foundation of a stable society. His strategy of moderation played a pivotal role in the success of
the Seljuk government, fostering peace and security within society. This article, based on a discourse-analysis
approach aligned with Michel Foucault’s definition—which conceptualizes discourse as a vast network of events,
actions, statements, and writings that shape historical reality—aims to explain and analyze the topic. The central
research question is: What are the indicators and characteristics of Nizam al-Mulk’s strategy of moderation? The
objective is to elaborate and clarify key components such as realism, rationalism, tolerance, moderation, and
avoidance of extremism, which together form the core of his moderate political strategy.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

The Seljuk period represents a significant epoch in Iranian political history, especially as it marked
the reestablishment of territorial unity after centuries of fragmentation. Within this historical
framework, Nizam al-Mulk emerges as a transformative political figure whose governance strategy
was rooted in a synthesis of rationalism and religious devotion. The underlying premise of his
political philosophy was a dual commitment to Islamic orthodoxy—particularly the Shafi’i school—
and a pragmatic, rational administration model influenced by ancient Iranian traditions. As a vizier
serving under both Alp Arslan and Malik Shah for three decades, Nizam al-Mulk played a central
role in stabilizing the newly founded Seljuk empire. His reforms encompassed educational, military,
and administrative institutions that reflected both ideological rigor and pragmatic tolerance. His
strategy of moderation aimed to counteract the destructive ideological extremism of his time,
particularly from radical Hanafi factions and Isma'ili sects, advocating instead for a middle path that
resonated with both Islamic teachings and Persian cultural precedents (Egbal, 2016; Zarrinkoub,
2013). This article applies Michel Foucault’s discourse theory, which frames discourse as a network
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of texts, practices, and institutions that shape historical reality, to decode the theoretical and applied
political frameworks of Nizam al-Mulk (Verdonk, 2010).

One of the core tenets of Nizam al-Mulk’s strategy was his emphasis on moderation as a tool of
governance. This was not merely a moral or religious posture but a calculated political response to
the sectarian tensions and anarchic conditions of his era. The concept of “ummatan wasatan” in the
Qur'an, advocating for moderation, and Persian literary and philosophical traditions—such as those
seen in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh—provided the ideological justification for this approach. Moreover,
his model resonated with Platonic thought on balance and virtue, although filtered through an
Islamic rationalist lens (Abu Zayd, 2015; Eslami Nadoushan, 2015). His establishment of Nizamiyya
schools, while intended to promote Shafi’i jurisprudence, also served to institutionalize rational
debate and suppress violent confrontations among sects. Despite being ideologically Shafi’i, Nizam
al-Mulk intervened against sectarian clashes, such as those involving Hanbalis in Baghdad,
promoting a policy of religious tolerance when state unity was at risk (Lewis, 2008; Zarrinkoub, 1985).
His political pragmatism was evident in his correspondence, notably when he advised against
suppressing popular Hanbali practices, emphasizing the futility and danger of attempting to change
the people's religious inclinations by force.

Another major aspect of his political doctrine was his reliance on administrative structure and
organization, which served as a bedrock for state functionality. Coming from a nomadic background,
the Seljuks were initially unfamiliar with Persian bureaucratic models. Nizam al-Mulk sought to
remedy this by introducing rigorous administrative reforms inspired by pre-Islamic Iranian
governance, especially Sasanian institutions (Zarrinkoub, 2013). His treatise Siyasatnama (Book of
Politics) provides a blueprint for bureaucratic efficiency, personnel management, and political
ethics, resembling a pragmatic rather than theoretical approach to statecraft (Frye, 2013; Lambton,
1980). Notably, he innovated forums like the “Lashkargah,” where leading intellectuals and
theologians gathered to deliberate on state and religious affairs—what might today be termed a policy
think tank. These institutions also mirrored Foucault’s idea that discourse is embedded in power
relations, as they were not only platforms of intellectual engagement but also mechanisms for
consolidating ideological unity and managing dissent (Arkoun, 2013).

Crucial to Nizam al-Mulk’s statecraft was the belief in the inseparability of religion and state.
Drawing inspiration from both Islamic theology and pre-Islamic Persian political ideology, he held
that the state could not function without religious legitimacy, nor could religion flourish in a
politically unstable environment (Lambton, 2010; Tavakoli Targhi, 2016). This idea echoed the dual
role of "din va dowlat" (religion and state) as articulated in texts like the Nama-ye Tansar and
emphasized in Ferdowsi’s poetry. In practice, this manifested in his unwavering support for religious
scholars and institutions. He financially patronized both jurists and Sufis, thereby weaving together
jurisprudence and mysticism into the fabric of state ideology. His support for the Sufis was also a
strategic maneuver to counterbalance Shi’ite and Isma’ili influences, which he and many in the Seljuk
administration perceived as politically subversive. His engagement with Sufi communities, whom he
labeled "the army of the night," not only aimed to spiritually bolster the regime but also to cultivate
a parallel channel of religious authority supportive of state interests (El-Awa, 2003; Zarrinkoub,
1988b).

However, despite his attempts at moderation and inclusion, Nizam al-Mulk’s policies were not free
from ideological rigidity. The Nizamiyya schools, although portrayed as bastions of rational
education, were often criticized for promoting a singular worldview aligned with Shafi’i orthodoxy.
Detractors, especially Hanafi scholars from regions like Bukhara, viewed these institutions as
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monopolistic and a threat to scholarly pluralism (Mohit Tabatabai, 1988). These tensions occasionally
erupted into open conflict, revealing the limitations of his strategy in balancing ideological inclusivity
with political control. Moreover, theorists such as Mohammad Arkoun and Mohammed Abed al-
Jabri later critiqued this model for failing to truly deconstruct the theological walls between sects,
noting that such efforts often resulted in state-imposed dogmatism rather than genuine epistemic
plurality (Al-Jabri, 2014). Even Nizam al-Mulk’s intellectual ally, Imam al-Ghazali, despite his rich
philosophical and mystical synthesis, contributed to a discursive framework that paradoxically fused
contradictory ideas to serve the political imperative of unity over diversity (Scott Meisami, 2018).
Ultimately, the effectiveness of Nizam al-Mulk’s political strategy lies in its nuanced fusion of rational
governance with religious legitimacy—a synthesis he inherited from both Islamic and Persian
traditions. His adoption of a dual strategy—combining realpolitik with theological pragmatism—
allowed the Seljuk Empire to survive internal factionalism and external threats during a volatile
period in Islamic history. Yet, the contradictions embedded in his educational and religious policies
reflect an enduring tension between ideological hegemony and pluralistic governance. The historical
record, as reflected in sources like Siyasatnama and contemporary historiography, reveals both the
achievements and compromises of his tenure. His legacy remains one of the earliest models of
Islamic governance that strategically integrated rationalism, moderation, and administrative
efficiency in the pursuit of political stability. As scholars like Frye and Lambton note, his policies
redefined the contours of Muslim statecraft in ways that continued to influence political thought well
beyond the Seljuk period (Frye, 2013; Lambton, 2010).

In conclusion, Nizam al-Mulk’s political vision, grounded in the dual pillars of reason and faith,
offers a compelling historical case of ideological and administrative synthesis. His efforts to
consolidate the Seljuk state through moderation, education, and tolerance set a precedent for
balancing religious orthodoxy with political pragmatism. Despite the evident tensions and
contradictions in his approach—particularly regarding sectarian management and the limitations of
pluralism—his legacy continues to inspire discussions on governance in the Islamic world. His
impact extended beyond the immediate political arena, shaping educational institutions, intellectual
discourse, and the very structure of Islamic bureaucratic governance. His work stands not only as a
reflection of Seljuk statecraft but also as a lasting contribution to the broader trajectory of Muslim
political thought.
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