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The structure of the judicial institution in Iran during the Seljuk period
consisted of two components: customary (‘urfi) and religious (shar 7). Due to
the predominance of tribal elements within this system, the customary branch
held a particularly prominent position. From the outset, the Seljuks, by
employing Iranian bureaucrats, sought to establish a powerful state, and within
this framework, the judicial institution was among the most significant sectors
that received their attention. The appointment of chief judges (qadi al-qudat)
in Baghdad and the designation of chief judges across various regions of the
empire indicate their serious determination to create a centralized system. In
this context, examining the role of local judicial institutions as part of the
empire’s efforts to expand its authority across its territories is of particular
importance. Mazandaran, as one of the major provinces of the Seljuk state,
attracted the attention of Seljuk sultans from the very beginning. Accordingly,
the present study adopts a textual-analytical approach to investigate the role
and position of local judicial institutions in Mazandaran during the period of
the Great Seljuks, aiming to answer the following questions: What was the
status of local judges? And what were the scope and nature of their duties? It
appears that the direct appointment of officials such as the governor (wali),
chief (ra’ts), chief judge (qadi al-qudat), military commander (shahna), and
market inspector (muhtasib) by the royal institution, as the highest judicial
authority of the empire, reflects the importance of these positions in local
provinces. Furthermore, the duties specified and defined in the issued charters
indicate the state’s efforts toward centralization and the expansion of justice.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study examines the position and functional scope of local judges in Mazandaran during
the era of the Great Seljuks through a textual-analytical reading of Seljuk appointment charters and
administrative correspondence. The central problem is rooted in the nature of Seljuk state formation itself.
As a dynasty that rose from a tribal military background yet rapidly adopted the instruments of Iranian
bureaucratic governance, the Seljuks treated judicial organization not as a peripheral institution but as one
of the principal mechanisms through which sovereignty, legitimacy, and territorial control could be
stabilized. In that framework, the administration of justice cannot be understood merely as a religious
matter, because it stood at the intersection of political authority, provincial discipline, and public order.
Earlier scholarship has clarified the broad structure of the Seljuk judiciary and its relation to Islamic legal
traditions, but the specific status of local judicial officeholders, especially in strategically important
provinces, has remained less systematically explored (Jalilian, 2016; Rahmati & Najafi, 2015; Sedghi, 2009).
This gap is especially significant in the case of Mazandaran, where the survival of detailed charters makes
it possible to reconstruct not only formal ranks but also actual duties, lines of supervision, and the balance
between religious and customary jurisdictions. Accordingly, the study asks two interrelated questions:
what institutional standing did local judges possess within the Seljuk political order, and how far did their
practical authority extend in matters of adjudication, supervision, public morality, and social discipline?
By focusing on the documentary language of appointment rather than later abstractions, the study seeks
to recover the operational logic of Seljuk provincial governance (Juvayni et al., 1950; Lambton & Azhand,
1993).

Mazandaran, frequently designated in medieval geographical and administrative literature as
Tabaristan, occupied an especially important place in the Seljuk imperial landscape. Muslim geographers
and compilers identified the region as a distinct territorial unit with strong environmental, political, and
social coherence, even when its nomenclature varied across texts (Abu & Ayati, 1970; al-Mugaddasi, 1967;
Yaqut al-Hamawi al-Rumi al-Baghdadi, 1977). The documentary record examined in this study shows that
Seljuk authorities repeatedly referred to Mazandaran in direct conjunction with Gurgan and its dependent
districts, indicating that the region was not treated as an isolated frontier but as an administratively
integrated sphere whose management required stable delegation and close oversight (Juvayni et al., 1950).
Such evidence demonstrates that provincial governance in Mazandaran involved more than military
occupation; it entailed the distribution of authority among governor, chief, judge, market inspector, and
security officials. The importance of the province was also historical and dynastic. From the earliest Seljuk
phase, Mazandaran was entrusted to figures closely related to the ruling house, reflecting its sensitivity
within the wider imperial strategy (Agsarayi & Turan, 1983; Bandari Isfahani & Jalili, 1977). The religious
composition of the region further heightened the importance of judicial management. Sources indicate the
coexistence of Hanafi and Zaydi communities, together with other groups, which meant that provincial
administration required not only coercive capacity but also legally articulated channels of supervision and
mediation (al-Mugaddasi, 1967). Thus, the geography of Mazandaran was inseparable from the politics of
judicial delegation, and its documentary footprint makes it an ideal case for studying how the Seljuk state
embedded law within provincial rule.

Within the wider history of Islamic law, the Seljuk period belongs to a stage in which legal
institutions were already highly elaborated, yet increasingly integrated into the political logic of large
military-bureaucratic states (Ibn Khaldun, 1971; Jalilian, 2016). The Seljuks inherited important features of



earlier eastern Islamic governments, especially the Samanid and Ghaznavid traditions, but they also
introduced a stronger emphasis on the sultan as the final point of judicial referral and political arbitration
(Lambton & Azhand, 1993). Political theorists and administrative writers of the age help illuminate this
configuration. Al-Mawardi’s typology of delegated authority reveals how judicial office could be
classified according to scope and subject matter, while later Seljuk-era political thought strengthened the
association between effective sovereignty and judicial control (al-Mawardi & Saberi, 2004; Qaderi, 2010). In
practical terms, the Seljuk judicial order was dual in structure. It consisted of a religious sphere, including
courts, judges, market regulation, and policing functions tied to moral oversight, and a customary or
political sphere centered on the court of grievances, sovereign intervention, and the enforcement of public
security (Boyle & Anousheh, 2008; Sedghi, 2009; Yusefi Far et al., 2016). Although the caliph retained
symbolic centrality, the documentary and narrative sources make clear that the Seljuk sultan increasingly
shaped appointments at the highest levels, including the selection of chief judges in Baghdad and across
the empire (Bandari Isfahani & Jalili, 1977; lbn al-Jawzi, 1939; Ibn Kathir al-Qurashi al-Dimashqi, 1996). The
judiciary therefore became one of the clearest arenas in which Seljuk sovereignty was translated from
military dominance into institutionalized rule.

At the provincial level, this broader structure took the form of a carefully layered hierarchy. The
chief judge remained the highest judicial figure in the religious domain after the caliph and the sultan, and
appointment records show that Seljuk rulers named chief judges for provincial centers independently of
the caliphal apparatus when required (Abu Zahra; Juvayni et al., 1950; Shabaru, 1992). Beneath that office
stood local judges, who handled adjudication, issued rulings in private disputes, protected the rights of
vulnerable groups such as minors and orphans, supervised preaching and public instruction, and could
influence or authorize acts associated with moral and religious authority (Juvayni et al., 1950; Khasbak,
1974; Lambton & Azhand, 1993). In parallel, the office of market inspector functioned as a mediating
institution between judicial ruling and executive enforcement, with responsibility for weights and
measures, mosque order, public morality, and urban conduct (al-Mawardi & Saberi, 2004; Boyle & Anousheh,
2008; Juvayni et al., 1950). The court of grievances represented another indispensable dimension of the
Seljuk system, since it allowed rulers and their deputies to hear complaints against officials, respond to
public petitions, and merge justice with the maintenance of order (Husayni et al., 2001; Muawwad, 1976;
Tusi & Darke, 1968). Police and security institutions likewise expanded their remit under the Seljuks, taking
on greater responsibility for the control of crime and punishment than earlier, more court-centered
arrangements had allowed (Anvari, 1976). Taken together, these offices show that Seljuk justice in the
provinces was not monopolized by a single court but distributed across interconnected offices whose
authority overlapped while remaining hierarchically coordinated.

The case of Mazandaran reveals that among these provincial offices, the city chief occupied an
especially powerful and locally decisive position. The charters analyzed in this study indicate that the
chief was more than an urban notable or tax intermediary; he was presented as a politically authorized
supervisor over both administrative and judicial processes, with a duty to monitor judges, assist in the
enforcement of rulings, oversee social groups, regulate revenue extraction, and intervene in grievances
(Juvayni et al., 1950; Yusefi Far & Azadeh, 2011). The office also appears to have had a hereditary dimension
in Mazandaran, suggesting that the Seljuk state deliberately relied on entrenched local families in order to
secure obedience without sacrificing formal sovereignty (Juvayni et al., 1950; Yusefi Far & Azadeh, 2011).
This finding is crucial because it complicates any simplistic opposition between centralization and local



autonomy. In Mazandaran, centralization worked through controlled delegation. Governors were
instructed to appoint security officers, chiefs were expected to preserve order, supervise fiscal fairness,
protect roads, manage estates and endowments, and ensure that judges acted in conformity with religious
law, while judges themselves handled adjudication, sermon authorization, guardianship matters, and
oversight of subordinate personnel (Baghdadi & Bahmanyar, 2006; Juvayni et al., 1950). The market
inspector, meanwhile, was charged with regulating everyday urban morality and religious propriety, again
under a framework ultimately linked to broader judicial supervision (Boyle & Anousheh, 2008; Juvayni et
al., 1950). The cumulative picture is that Mazandaran’s local judiciary functioned as a composite provincial
apparatus in which legal authority, social discipline, and political governance were mutually reinforcing
rather than institutionally isolated.

The study therefore concludes that the judicial order of Seljuk Mazandaran should be understood
as an instrument of structured provincial rule in which the language of justice served both normative and
governmental ends. Local judges were neither minor clerical appendages nor fully autonomous legal
scholars detached from power. They were embedded in a hierarchy whose summit was the sultan and
whose provincial articulation depended on close coordination among governor, chief, chief judge, judge,
market inspector, and security agents. The most important finding is that the Seljuk state did not seek to
control Mazandaran merely through direct military command; instead, it codified duties, ranks, and
supervisory relations in formal charters that translated sovereign authority into provincial routine. Within
that arrangement, the chief emerged as the most comprehensive local authority, especially in matters
linking judicial enforcement to administration and public order, while judges retained indispensable
authority in the religious and adjudicative sphere. The result was a layered but coherent judicial regime
that combined customary power, religious legitimacy, and bureaucratic precision. Mazandaran thus offers
a particularly clear example of how the Seljuks used judicial institutions not only to settle disputes but
also to stabilize territory, discipline society, and extend imperial centralization through locally rooted
intermediaries.
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