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This article reviews the life of Khwaja Nizam al-Mulk al-Tusi, the powerful vizier of
the Seljuks, and seeks to answer the question of his role in shaping the cultural and
political relations between the Great Seljuks and the Abbasid Caliphate. It examines
how Khwaja attempted to establish a harmonious relationship between the monarchical
system and its absolute authority, and the religious system and the spiritual prestige of
the caliphate, while simultaneously facilitating the political and military support of the
monarchy for the caliphate and the political and spiritual endorsement of the caliphate
for the monarchy. Therefore, some of Khwaja's actions—such as the establishment of
cultural centers, mosques, and madrasas—are analyzed in the context of training the
personnel required by the Seljuk administration, all of whom were to be directly
supervised by individuals aligned with Khwaja’s thought and sectarian orientation.
These institutions served to assist him in achieving his political, cultural, and
administrative objectives, especially considering that all his officials were required to
adhere strictly to the Shafi'i school of jurisprudence and follow Khwaja’s religious,
political, and cultural ideologies. This ensured the realization of his goals: maintaining
his unrivaled authority, preserving the Seljuk state, establishing good relations with the
Abbasid Caliphate, and countering the Isma'ilis—who posed a threat to Seljuk rule in
Iran—and the Fatimids, who were enemies of the Abbasid Caliphate and the Sunni
world at the time.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The political and cultural life of Nizam al-Mulk, the influential vizier of the Seljuk Empire, and
his role in shaping the relations between the Iranian Seljuks and the Abbasid Caliphate, is a subject of
profound historical significance. Nizam al-Mulk, born in 408 AH (1018 CE) in the village of Nawan near
Tus, rose to prominence as the chief minister under the Seljuk sultans Alp Arslan and Malik Shah. His
tenure marked a period of significant political and cultural transformation in the Islamic world, particularly
in Iran. Nizam al-Mulk’s efforts to harmonize the monarchical system of the Seljuks with the spiritual
authority of the Abbasid Caliphate were central to his political strategy. He sought to establish a balance
between the absolute authority of the Seljuk sultans and the religious prestige of the caliphate, ensuring
mutual support between the two entities. This was achieved through a combination of political acumen,
cultural initiatives, and administrative reforms. Nizam al-Mulk’s establishment of cultural centers,
mosques, and madrasas, particularly the Nizamiyya schools, played a crucial role in training personnel
loyal to his vision and sectarian orientation. These institutions were instrumental in promoting the Shafi’i
school of jurisprudence and countering the influence of the Isma’ilis and the Fatimids, who were seen as
threats to both Seljuk rule and the Sunni world (Kanpuri, 1971; Nakhjawani, 1978).

Nizam al-Mulk’s early life and education were marked by a strong emphasis on religious and
scholarly pursuits. Born into a family of modest means, he was educated in the Shafi’i school of
jurisprudence, which would later shape his political and religious ideologies. His rise to power began
under the patronage of Chaghri Beg, the Seljuk ruler of Khorasan, who recognized Nizam al-Mulk’s
administrative talents and recommended him to Alp Arslan. After the death of Alp Arslan’s predecessor,
Tughril, Nizam al-Mulk played a key role in securing Alp Arslan’s succession to the throne. His tenure as
vizier saw the Seljuk Empire reach its zenith, with territories stretching from Kashgar in the east to the
Mediterranean in the west. Nizam al-Mulk’s administrative reforms, including the establishment of a
centralized bureaucracy and the promotion of Sunni orthodoxy, were pivotal in maintaining the stability
and cohesion of the empire. His efforts to counter the Isma’ili threat, particularly through the establishment
of the Nizamiyya schools, were part of a broader strategy to consolidate Seljuk power and promote Sunni
Islam (1bn Fundugq al-Bayhagi, 1938; Khwandamir, 1976).

The Nizamiyya schools, founded by Nizam al-Mulk, were among his most enduring legacies.
These institutions were not merely centers of learning but also instruments of political and religious policy.
The schools were designed to train administrators and scholars who would be loyal to the Seljuk state and
the Shafi’i school of jurisprudence. By providing stipends to students and scholars, Nizam al-Mulk
ensured that the Nizamiyya schools attracted the best minds of the time. The curriculum emphasized Sunni
orthodoxy, particularly the Shafi’i and Ash’ari doctrines, which were seen as bulwarks against the spread
of Isma’ili and Fatimid influence. The Nizamiyya schools also served as a counterbalance to the
educational institutions of the Fatimids in Egypt and the Umayyads in Spain. Nizam al-Mulk’s educational
reforms were part of a broader effort to strengthen the Sunni world and ensure the survival of the Abbasid
Caliphate, which was increasingly threatened by the Fatimids and other Shi’a movements (Boyle, 1987,
Ibn Athir, 1966).

Nizam al-Mulk’s political philosophy, as articulated in his famous work Siyasatnama (The Book
of Government), reflects his vision of an idealized monarchy rooted in Persian traditions of kingship. He




viewed the sultan as a divinely appointed ruler whose authority was derived directly from God, rather than
from the caliph. This perspective was a departure from the traditional Islamic view of the caliph as the
ultimate source of political legitimacy. Nizam al-Mulk’s emphasis on the sultan’s divine right to rule was
part of his broader strategy to centralize power within the Seljuk state and reduce the influence of the
Abbasid Caliphate. However, he also recognized the importance of maintaining good relations with the
caliphate, as it provided a source of religious legitimacy for the Seljuk sultans. Nizam al-Mulk’s ability to
navigate the complex relationship between the Seljuk monarchy and the Abbasid Caliphate was a
testament to his political skill and diplomatic acumen (Nizam al-Mulk, 1955; Sabki, 1905).

Nizam al-Mulk’s tenure as vizier was marked by both great achievements and significant
challenges. His efforts to centralize the Seljuk administration and promote Sunni orthodoxy were largely
successful, but they also made him many enemies. His staunch opposition to the Isma’ilis and other Shi’a
groups led to numerous assassination attempts, culminating in his murder in 485 AH (1092 CE) by an
Isma’ili assassin. Nizam al-Mulk’s death marked the beginning of the decline of the Seljuk Empire, as his
successors lacked his political vision and administrative skills. Despite his untimely death, Nizam al-
Mulk’s legacy endured through the Nizamiyya schools and his contributions to the political and cultural
life of the Islamic world. His efforts to balance the competing demands of monarchy and caliphate, and
his promotion of Sunni orthodoxy, left a lasting impact on the Islamic world (1bn Khaldun, 2009; Rashid al-
Din, 1983).

In conclusion, Nizam al-Mulk’s life and career represent a pivotal moment in the history of the
Islamic world. His ability to navigate the complex political landscape of the Seljuk Empire and his efforts
to promote Sunni orthodoxy through the establishment of the Nizamiyya schools were instrumental in
shaping the cultural and political trajectory of the Islamic world. His vision of a centralized monarchy,
rooted in Persian traditions of kingship, and his efforts to balance the authority of the Seljuk sultans with
the religious prestige of the Abbasid Caliphate, were key to the stability and cohesion of the Seljuk Empire.
Despite the challenges he faced, Nizam al-Mulk’s legacy as a statesman, scholar, and reformer continues
to be celebrated in the Islamic world. His contributions to the political and cultural life of the Seljuk
Empire and his efforts to promote Sunni orthodoxy through the Nizamiyya schools remain a testament to
his enduring influence.
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