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According to historical evidence, the Samanid dynasty, among its
contemporary states, was more renowned and considerably more popular
among the people compared to the Ghaznavid rule. Although the Ghaznavid
rulers attempted to portray their government as a continuation of the Samanid
system, they never succeeded due to various political and social factors. The
purpose of this study is to elucidate the degree of freedom of action and thought
enjoyed by secretaries and administrative officials during the Samanid period,
and the absence of such freedom during the Ghaznavid era. The central
research question is: what factors led to the cooperation of secretaries and
officials with the rulers of the Samanid period, and to their conflict with the
Ghaznavid sovereigns? The main hypothesis is that if the political strategies of
the Samanid rulers had resembled those of the Ghaznavid sultans, the
administrative performance of the secretaries and government officials would
have yielded markedly different outcomes. This article, using a descriptive—
analytical method, seeks to clarify the extent of professional and intellectual
autonomy among secretaries and officials in structuring the bureaucracy of the
Samanid state, as well as to illuminate the divergence and restriction of such
autonomy during the Ghaznavid period. The findings indicate that the
participation of various social classes in the governance of the Samanid era
contributed to the stability and longevity of that dynasty and to the flourishing
of the Islamic—Iranian civilization. In contrast, the Ghaznavid period was
characterized predominantly by autocracy and fruitless wars, which failed to
produce any enduring political or cultural achievements.

Keywords: Secretaries and officials; administrative performance; freedom of
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The history of Iranian bureaucratic and administrative systems during the Islamic period
demonstrates the profound significance of secretarial and governmental institutions in shaping the
political, cultural, and intellectual evolution of the Iranian-Islamic civilization. Among the early post-
Islamic dynasties, the Samanid government (874-999 CE) stands out as a period of remarkable
bureaucratic development, intellectual flourishing, and cultural revival. The Samanids, as Persian rulers
under the nominal sovereignty of the Abbasid caliphate, successfully integrated Iranian administrative
traditions with Islamic governance models. Their secretaries (dabirs) and government officials were not
only skilled bureaucrats but also scholars and writers who shaped the literary, scientific, and political
landscape of the age (Bosworth, 1998; Frye, 2000; Narshakhi, 1972).

The Samanid state was distinguished from its contemporaries by its participatory administration,
moderation in governance, and encouragement of intellectual freedom. Historical records describe the
Samanid bureaucracy as a highly organized system characterized by well-defined departments (diwans)
and merit-based recruitment. Secretaries such as Abu’l-Fadl Bal‘ami and Abu ‘Abdallah Jayhani were not
merely state functionaries but influential policymakers who contributed to the stability and prosperity of
the empire (Frye, 2000; Krachkovskaya, 2014). Their work established the foundations for Persian
administrative practices that continued under later dynasties. Furthermore, the Samanids actively
supported Persian literature and language, transforming Bukhara into a cultural capital of the Islamic
world, where figures such as Rudaki, Bal‘ami, and Avicenna flourished (Anvari, 1994; Narshakhi, 1972).

By contrast, the Ghaznavid dynasty (977-1186 CE), despite inheriting many Samanid traditions,
adopted a more autocratic and militarized administrative approach. Although the Ghaznavid rulers,
particularly Sultan Mahmud and Sultan Mas‘ud, sought to emulate the bureaucratic sophistication of the
Samanids, their close alignment with the Abbasid caliphs and rigid Sunni orthodoxy limited the freedom
and creativity of their bureaucrats and intellectuals (Bosworth, 1998; Khalili, 1952). The Ghaznavids
maintained five major administrative departments: the Diwan al-Wizara (Ministry of Finance and Public
Administration), Diwan al-Risala (Secretariat of Correspondence), Diwan al-‘Ard (Military Affairs),
Diwan al-Ishraf (Supervision and Internal Security), and Diwan al-Wikala (Royal Household and Estates).
These institutions were modeled upon earlier Samanid and Abbasid systems but became increasingly
centralized and dominated by the will of the Sultan (Frye, 2000; Spuler, 1990).

The purpose of the present study is to analyze the comparative role and status of secretaries and
administrative officials in the Samanid and Ghaznavid periods, focusing on their autonomy, intellectual
engagement, and participation in state governance. The central research question asks: What political,
social, and institutional factors enabled the active collaboration between Samanid rulers and their
bureaucrats, and why did this relationship deteriorate during the Ghaznavid period? The research
hypothesis posits that the difference in bureaucratic freedom and cultural openness between the two
dynasties was primarily due to the contrasting political structures and the personal dispositions of their
rulers (Bosworth, 1998; Frye, 2000). While the Samanids promoted intellectual and administrative
autonomy as a means of state-building, the Ghaznavids, under the heavy influence of military and religious
authority, restricted bureaucratic independence, leading to cultural stagnation and political instability
(Kassaei, 2004; Spuler, 1990).

The findings reveal distinct contrasts between the Samanid and Ghaznavid approaches to
administration and governance. During the Samanid era, secretaries and bureaucrats enjoyed significant



Karimi Sharafshadeh et al. Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s Culture and History: 4:2 (2025) 1-15

freedom of expression and decision-making authority. Their duties extended beyond clerical work to
include fiscal management, policy consultation, and literary production. The Samanid bureaucracy was
composed of multiple diwans managed by competent officials, ensuring both political stability and
economic prosperity. Cooperation between rulers, bureaucrats, and local notables (dehqans) fostered a
participatory system that encouraged loyalty and national integration.

The Samanid court valued intellectual merit, and secretaries were often poets, philosophers, and
scholars. Figures such as Abu Zayd Balkhi and Abu’l-Fadl Bal‘ami exemplified this synthesis of
bureaucratic skill and literary artistry. This environment stimulated the rise of Persian as a written
administrative and literary language, leading to the translation of major Arabic works, including Bal‘ami’s
Persian version of al-Tabari’s History. The flourishing of science, literature, and the arts in Bukhara and
Samarkand was thus directly linked to the intellectual autonomy of Samanid officials.

Conversely, the Ghaznavid bureaucracy operated under strict royal oversight. Although it retained
the five key administrative departments inherited from the Samanids, the Ghaznavid rulers personally
intervened in bureaucratic affairs, limiting the independence of secretaries. Sultan Mahmud’s reliance on
military campaigns and financial extravagance placed enormous strain on the bureaucracy. Despite the
presence of capable ministers such as Ahmad ibn Hasan Maymandi, Abu’l-Fadl Asfara’ini, and Aba Nasr
Mushkan, the administrative system became increasingly autocratic. Secretaries were often punished,
dismissed, or executed on suspicion of disloyalty. The case of Hasanak the Vizier—executed on false
charges of heresy—symbolized the precarious fate of intellectuals under the Ghaznavids.

Moreover, the Ghaznavids’ economic policies—driven by incessant military expeditions to India
and heavy taxation of peasants—undermined economic stability. The revenues of the empire, divided
among royal estates, confiscations, tributary gifts, war booty, and direct taxation, were mismanaged
through corruption and favoritism. Unlike the Samanids, who invested in public welfare and
infrastructure, the Ghaznavids diverted resources toward military expansion and courtly luxury. The
growing economic and social inequality further alienated bureaucrats and scholars, eroding their sense of
duty and national identity.

Ultimately, the historical trajectory from the Samanids to the Ghaznavids encapsulates a broader
lesson about the relationship between political authority and intellectual autonomy. States that encourage
open dialogue, empower their administrators, and respect the intellect of their bureaucrats cultivate long-
term stability and cultural resilience. Conversely, regimes that govern through fear, suspicion, and
coercion inevitably sow the seeds of their decline. The Samanid-Ghaznavid contrast thus serves as a
powerful reminder that governance grounded in wisdom, participation, and respect for knowledge not
only sustains political legitimacy but also ensures the enduring vitality of civilization.
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