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With the rise of the Seljuks, the tendency toward centralization in the political
structure of the eastern Islamic world intensified. This centralization became
particularly evident in the judicial sphere through the prominence of the Diwan
al-Mazalim during the period of the Great Seljuks, especially under the reign
of Malik-Shah. In this regard, the present study examines the influence of the
judicial system on the provision of security and social cohesion during a phase
of Seljuk political life in which, on the one hand, the tribal Seljuk state, after
eliminating regional governments, required social cohesion, and on the other
hand, the extensive presence of Turkish tribes as well as social disorder
necessitated the assertion of royal authority. The main question addressed is as
follows: what was the position of the judicial system, as one of the components
of the Seljuk state structure, in establishing social cohesion during the Seljuk
period? The hypothesis of the study maintains that, based on the structural-
functionalist sociological theory of cohesion, the emergence of the Diwan al-
Mazalim as one of the pillars of the judicial system and the emphasis placed
upon it during this period reflected the concern of the rulers and the Iranian
bureaucratic classes for social cohesion, as well as the demonstration of the
authority of Seljuk rule in preserving this cohesion within Sunni society against
its opponents.

Keywords: Seljuks, Malik-Shah, judicial system, Diwan al-Mazalim, security,
social cohesion.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationship between the judicial system and social cohesion in the Seljuk
period, with particular emphasis on the reign of Sultan Malik-Shah. The rise of the Seljuks as a tribal-
political power and their displacement of regional dynasties such as the Buyids produced wide-ranging
social, economic, and administrative transformations in the eastern Islamic world. The migration of Turkic
tribes into Iranian territories, the formation of a new ruling military elite, and the growing tension between
the “men of the sword” and the “men of the pen” created a political environment in which social order
required more than military domination. In this context, the Iranian bureaucratic class, especially under
the leadership of Nizam al-Mulk, attempted to transform Seljuk rule into a coherent administrative and
judicial order. The judicial system, and particularly the Diwan al-Mazalim, became one of the principal
mechanisms through which the Seljuk state sought to display authority, control social disorder, and
preserve cohesion in Sunni society against political and sectarian opponents (Boyle & Anousheh, 2008;
Hassanzadeh, 2007; Tusi & Darke, 1968).

The theoretical framework of the study is based on a structural-functionalist understanding of
society, according to which each institution performs a specific function in maintaining the integrity of
the social whole. From this perspective, Seljuk society may be understood as an interconnected body
whose administrative, military, religious, and judicial components worked together to preserve order and
stability. This mode of analysis is also compatible with the political thought of medieval Muslim jurists
and statesmen, who frequently compared society to a living organism and emphasized the need for each
social group to perform its proper role. Within this framework, the judicial system was not merely a legal
apparatus for settling disputes, but also a political institution that mediated between state authority and
public security. The Diwan al-Mazalim, as a superior tribunal associated with royal authority, functioned
as a symbolic and practical instrument for restoring justice, supervising officials, hearing complaints
against powerful actors, and strengthening the legitimacy of the ruler (Al-Mawardi & Ahmad, 1997; Mawardi
& Saberi, 2004; Tanhaei, 2010).

The political and administrative structure of the Seljuk state underwent gradual transformation as
the Seljuks advanced from Khurasan toward central and western Iran and eventually entered Baghdad.
After their victory over the Ghaznavids at Dandangan and the subsequent recognition of their power by
the Abbasid caliphate, the Seljuks inherited and reshaped earlier administrative institutions from the
Samanid, Ghaznavid, and Buyid periods. Their state preserved important bureaucratic traditions while
reducing, reorganizing, and centralizing several administrative offices. This centralizing tendency was
particularly visible in the judicial sphere, where the state attempted to coordinate courts, judges, fiscal
officials, military authorities, and supervisory institutions. The coexistence of tribal customs, Islamic legal
norms, and Iranian bureaucratic traditions required an institutional mechanism capable of preventing
fragmentation. In this respect, the judicial system became an essential part of Seljuk state-building, while
the Diwan al-Mazalim represented the clearest expression of royal intervention in legal and administrative
justice (Bandari Isfahani & Jalili, 1977; Gardizi, 1984; Hosseini et al., 2001; Moavvez, 1976).

The judicial organs of the Seljuk state included rulers, judges, chief judges, market inspectors,
police authorities, and officials responsible for hearing grievances. The ruler, whether caliph or sultan,
was regarded as the highest judicial authority because medieval Islamic political thought did not separate
sovereignty, justice, and public order in the modern institutional sense. Judges and chief judges
administered formal legal matters, while the office of the qadi al-qudat and related judicial ranks



contributed to the supervision and coordination of the judiciary. The muhtasib supervised public morality,
market conduct, and certain communal duties, whereas the sahib al-shurta dealt with criminal matters,
public order, punishment, and police authority. Above these ordinary judicial mechanisms stood the
Diwan al-Mazalim, which handled complaints that ordinary courts could not resolve, especially cases
involving officials, governors, powerful individuals, unjust taxation, confiscation, or administrative abuse.
Its importance lay in the fact that it could override ordinary judicial limitations and give direct institutional
expression to royal justice (Al-Humaydi, 1989; Ibn Khaldun, 1971; Khashak, 1974; Shalabi, 1975; Yavari,
1976).

The Diwan al-Mazalim had deep historical roots and was associated both with Islamic precedents
and with earlier Iranian and Byzantine models of royal justice. In Islamic political literature, it was often
linked to the ruler’s duty to prevent oppression, restore violated rights, supervise officials, and ensure that
justice remained accessible even when ordinary courts were ineffective. In the Seljuk period, especially
under Malik-Shah, this institution acquired renewed importance because the state required visible
instruments of justice capable of counterbalancing social instability and official misconduct. Nizam al-
Mulk’s political thought placed great emphasis on royal awareness, intelligence gathering, supervision of
judges, prevention of corruption, and direct access of petitioners to the ruler. At the same time, historical
accounts of Malik-Shah’s reign describe an idealized image of public security, prosperity, and justice,
presenting the sultan and his minister as agents of order who restrained oppressive officials and restored
public confidence. Thus, the Diwan al-Mazalim was not only a court but also a performative institution
of sovereignty, demonstrating that the Seljuk ruler possessed both the power and the obligation to protect
society from disorder (Al-Ghazali & Shams al-Din, 1988; Al-Rawandi et al., 1954; Hamadani et al., 1994; Imad
al-Din al-1sfahani & Murad, 2004; Nishapuri, 1953; Tusi & Darke, 1968).

The findings indicate that the judicial system of the Seljuk period, and particularly the Diwan al-
Mazalim, played a functional role in strengthening social cohesion by linking justice, security, and
political legitimacy. Under Malik-Shah, the consolidation of royal authority, the administrative skill of
Nizam al-Mulk, the expansion of bureaucratic supervision, and the symbolic prominence of grievance-
hearing contributed to the formation of a more integrated social and political order. The Seljuk state used
judicial authority to regulate relations between military elites, bureaucrats, judges, governors, and ordinary
subjects, while the Diwan al-Mazalim served as a superior mechanism for confronting abuses that
threatened public confidence. The significance of this institution therefore lay not only in its legal function,
but also in its capacity to represent the ruler as guardian of justice and protector of social balance. In
conclusion, the judicial system in the reign of Malik-Shah functioned as one of the central pillars of Seljuk
social cohesion, and the prominence of the Diwan al-Mazalim reveals how royal justice became a means
of preserving order, preventing fragmentation, and legitimizing centralized rule in a society shaped by
tribal power, bureaucratic administration, and religious-political competition.
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