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In contrast to the Seljuks of Irag, the vizierate in the realm of Sanjar lacked
significant efficiency. Among Sanjar’s eleven viziers, only a few demonstrated
competence and administrative ability—Mukhtas al-Mulk Kashi being one of
them. Kashi was an Iragi administrator who, during his tenure as vizier under
Sanjar in Khorasan, exerted considerable effort to address various political
crises. One of the major challenges facing Sanjar’s administration in Khorasan
was the increasing power of the military commanders, who were engaged in
factionalism and conspiracy. Emphasizing the policy of preserving the unity of
the Seljuk Empire centered in Khorasan, Kashi resisted the disruptive
maneuvers of the military elite. He was the first vizier who attempted to control
and diminish the influence and authority of the military commanders through
a dual strategy of granting them favors while simultaneously preoccupying
them with campaigns against the Ismailis. This study aims to answer the
fundamental question: What policy did Abu Nasr Kashi adopt to control the
military commanders? Employing a descriptive-analytical method and relying
on historical sources through a library-based approach, the paper provides a
brief overview of the political background and initiatives of Mu‘in al-Din and
seeks to analyze the relations between the vizier and the military commanders.
The findings suggest that Kashi initially adopted cooperative strategies to
restrain the military elite; however, these efforts ultimately failed to prevent
their consolidation of power.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The reign of Sultan Sanjar of the Seljuk dynasty in Khorasan, spanning from 1097 to 1157 CE,
marked a unique period in the history of Persian governance where the structure and effectiveness of the
vizierate experienced significant shifts. Unlike the Seljuks of Irag, where the institution of the vizierate
occasionally demonstrated organizational competence, Sanjar’s realm witnessed a substantial decline in
ministerial authority. This regression was largely due to the overwhelming dominance of military
commanders, who not only exercised substantial influence in court politics but also directly shaped the
direction of state decisions. Within this framework of political complexity, Mukhtas al-Mulk Kashi
emerged as one of the few capable viziers under Sultan Sanjar. Originally from Kashan and raised in a
predominantly Shi’a environment, Kashi’s background was shaped by a tradition of religious tolerance
and political pragmatism (Khwandamir, 1956). His political journey, spanning service under multiple
Seljuk rulers, culminated in his reluctant acceptance of the vizierate under Sanjar. Kashi’s appointment
marked a deliberate shift in Sanjar’s policy toward restoring administrative control in a context plagued
by factionalism and military insubordination. Recognizing the extent of disarray caused by power-hungry
commanders, Kashi endeavored to stabilize the government through a combination of strategic
appeasement and calculated reforms aimed at strengthening the administrative core of the Seljuk Empire.

The literature on the Seljuk administration has largely overlooked the role and political innovations
of Mukhtas al-Mulk Kashi, focusing instead on better-documented viziers such as Nizam al-Mulk and
Fakhr al-Mulk (Hassan-Zadeh, 2006, 2007). While historians such as Youssefi Far (Youssefi Far, 2008) and
Motahari (Motahari, 2015) briefly mention Kashi, detailed examinations of his tenure and strategies remain
scarce. Even in major works on Seljuk bureaucracy, including Sanders’ "Bureaucracy in the Seljuk Era"
(Sanders, 2010), Kashi’s contributions are marginally addressed. The limited attention to his policies is
surprising, especially given the turbulent conditions of Sanjar’s reign, characterized by an increasing
dependency on military aristocracy and a weakening of the central diwan system. Kashi’s political
approach, combining conciliatory gestures with administrative assertiveness, offers critical insights into
the challenges of civil governance during an era dominated by militaristic factions. He emerged as a
mediator who attempted to preserve state cohesion while countering the growing threat of decentralized
military authority. While his predecessors were either too passive or too confrontational, Kashi sought a
middle path that ultimately defined the nuanced and precarious balance of power during his tenure.

The rise of military commanders in Sanjar’s court presented a major obstacle to ministerial
authority. These commanders, including figures such as Amir Qamaj and Sa’wtakin, were not only
battlefield leaders but also powerful political brokers who routinely interfered in court decisions, even
dictating terms of peace and war (Ibn Athir, 1972; Sadeghi, 1998). The commanders’ dominance was often
manifest in acts of defiance, including mutinies and autonomous rule in key provinces (Neyshaburi, 1953;
Rawandi, 1984). For instance, the revolt of Amir Falak al-Din Ali Chatr underscored the extent to which
military leaders were willing to challenge central authority. Such conditions rendered viziers vulnerable
and expendable. Ministers who sought to assert civil supremacy were frequently ousted, exiled, or
executed. In this volatile climate, Mukhtas al-Mulk adopted a policy of cautious engagement. Rather than
confronting military commanders head-on, he sought to contain their influence by incorporating them into
campaigns against external threats, particularly the Ismaili sect. This redirection served a dual purpose: it
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kept the commanders occupied and away from court intrigue, and it bolstered Kashi’s own political
standing by aligning his goals with the broader interests of imperial security.

Sanjar’s viziers before Kashi—such as Fakhr al-Mulk and his son, Sadr al-Din Muhammad—
struggled to maintain a grip on power in the face of relentless military encroachment (Aghili, 1985; Bandari,
1977). The elevation of ineffectual ministers like Ibn al-Faqih and Abt Tahir Qummi, often through the
backing of military patrons rather than merit, weakened the authority of the diwan and opened the gates
to administrative chaos (Rawandi, 1984; Tatuvi). Kashi’s appointment thus marked a departure from this
pattern. Selected not through military endorsement but by the insistence of Sanjar himself, Kashi
represented a rare instance of a politically autonomous vizier in an otherwise militarized environment
(Monshi Kermani, 1983). His prior experience in various administrative capacities—including as mustawfi
and tughra’i—equipped him with the bureaucratic acumen necessary to navigate the court’s complexities
(Igbal, 2009; Klozner, 2002). Nonetheless, his efforts to implement structural reforms were consistently
undermined by entrenched factionalism. His attempts to populate the bureaucracy with loyalists from Iraq,
including family members such as his brother Abu al-Fadl, faced resistance from Khorasani elites. Kashi’s
dual identity as both an insider (in terms of bureaucratic tradition) and outsider (in terms of regional
affiliation and religious leanings) further complicated his position, particularly in a milieu where sectarian
and provincial rivalries influenced court politics (Tahmasbi, 2003).

Kashi’s most notable political innovation lay in his policy of managed militarization. By
redirecting the ambitions of rebellious commanders toward campaigns against the Ismailis, he both
distracted them from court politics and reasserted his relevance as a vizier concerned with national security
(Bosworth, 2001; Boyle, 2001). The 520 AH campaign to Termez, involving commanders like Amir Qamaj
and Buzghash, exemplifies this tactic. Through this policy, Kashi transformed a destabilizing internal
force into an instrument of imperial consolidation. Furthermore, this strategy provided him with a degree
of immunity; unlike his predecessors, he avoided assassination or dismissal by the military elite. However,
this short-term success carried long-term consequences. The empowerment of military leaders in the field
often translated into further decentralization upon their return. In the absence of sustained bureaucratic
reform and a loyal administrative cadre, Kashi’s initiatives remained vulnerable to reversal. Even his
religious neutrality—a necessity given the anti-Shi’a sentiment among many commanders—did not shield
him indefinitely. His eventual death at the hands of the very sect he sought to suppress underscores the
fragile nature of political authority in a state riddled with competing loyalties and conflicting visions of
governance (Qazvini, 1979).

Kashi’s legacy must be assessed within the broader context of institutional decline and elite
fragmentation in the later Seljuk era. His tenure, though brief, illustrates the difficulties of reasserting
bureaucratic control in a system increasingly dominated by military interests. The cycle of weak ministers
and overbearing commanders eroded central authority and rendered long-term planning nearly impossible.
Following Kashi’s death, Sanjar’s realm saw a renewed surge in military dominance, with commanders
such as Aytakin and Inach carving out autonomous zones in Herat and Nishapur respectively (lbn Athir,
1972). This regression highlights the transitory nature of Kashi’s reforms and the systemic resistance to
bureaucratic supremacy. Nevertheless, his unique approach—grounded in accommodation, strategic
deployment, and administrative renewal—offers a valuable case study in political adaptation during times
of institutional crisis. In contrast to the rigid idealism of earlier viziers or the sycophantic submission of
later ones, Kashi’s model presents a hybrid path that momentarily stabilized a fragmenting empire. His
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ability to command temporary loyalty, deflect fatal opposition, and engage with systemic threats from
both within and outside the empire reveals the multifaceted challenges faced by viziers attempting to
reform from within.

In conclusion, Mukhtas al-Mulk Kashi’s tenure as vizier under Sultan Sanjar represents a pivotal
yet underappreciated episode in the history of Seljuk administration. His attempts to preserve the unity of
the empire, assert bureaucratic authority, and neutralize the disruptive potential of military commanders
underscore the complexities of governance during a period of political decentralization and elite rivalry.
While his strategies yielded temporary stability, they also reflected the inherent limitations of ministerial
power in an era when the sword increasingly dictated the pen. Kashi’s death marked the end of a rare
experiment in civil restraint and strategic accommodation, and the subsequent reassertion of military
dominance serves as a stark reminder of the fragile equilibrium between diwan and battlefield in the
waning days of Seljuk rule.
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