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Abstract

The present study aims to comparatively examine the fundamental
concepts of Iranshahr political thought, including divine glory (farr-
¢ izadi), the ideal king, justice, bureaucracy, and the relationship
between religion and the state during the two historical periods of
the Seljuks and the Safavids. This research was conducted using a
descriptive-analytical method with a comparative approach based
on historical texts and documents. The findings indicate that
Iranshahr political thought continued in both periods as a flexible
intellectual framework; however, it was reproduced in accordance
with the historical and religious context of each era. During the
Seljuk period, this political thought was preserved through the
integration of the Iranian bureaucratic tradition with the military
power of the Turks, relying on the dual legitimacy of the Abbasid
Caliph and the political authority of the Sultan within a relatively
decentralized structure, while justice was defined as the primary
duty of the ruler. In contrast, during the Safavid period, with the
official establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism, a deeper connection
emerged between political legitimacy and religion, and the king
assumed the role of protector of religion, representative of the
Hidden Imam, and executor of the Sharia within a fully centralized
structure. The results demonstrate that although the king in both
eras was regarded as the principal Ls> and guarantor of order,
justice, and social stability, the fundamental difference lay in the
manner of organizing political power and the source of legitimacy,
which in the Seljuk period was based on a balance of power and
Abbasid approval, whereas in the Safavid period it rested upon
centralization and a Shi‘ite interpretation of Iranian political
concepts.

Keywords: Iranshahr political thought, Seljuks, Safavids, political
legitimacy, ideal king.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Iranshahr political thought represents one of the

most enduring intellectual traditions in Iranian
political history, rooted in pre-Islamic conceptions
of kingship, cosmic order, territorial identity,
divine legitimacy, justice, bureaucracy, and the
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organic relationship between religion and
government. The concept of “Iranshahr” was not
merely a geographical designation, but a political-
cultural framework through which rulership,
sovereignty, collective identity, and administrative
order were conceptualized across successive
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historical periods. In this tradition, political
authority was understood as a sacred and ethical
responsibility rather than a purely coercive
institution, and the king was expected to serve as
the guarantor of justice, social stability, territorial
integrity, and religious order. The doctrine of farr-
e izadi, or divine glory, constituted one of the
central foundations of this political worldview, as
it presented kingship as a form of divinely
sanctioned authority dependent on moral worth,
justice, and the ruler’s capacity to preserve cosmic
and social order (Christensen, 2010; Pourdavoud,
1977; Razi, 1995). After the Islamic conquest of
Iran, Iranshahr political thought did not disappear;
rather, it was rearticulated within Islamic political,
administrative, and literary institutions. Through
the translation of Middle Persian texts, the role of
Iranian secretarial elites, the continuation of
bureaucratic practices, and the production of advice
literature, Iranian concepts of rulership entered the
political culture of Islamic dynasties and shaped
their theories of legitimacy and governance
(Minovi, 1975; Mohammadi Malayeri, 1996;
Zarrinkoub, 1984). Scholars have shown that this
intellectual continuity became especially visible in
periods when rulers of non-Iranian or mixed
political origin relied on Iranian administrative
expertise and symbolic capital to consolidate
power, and the Seljuk and Safavid periods provide
two major cases for examining this continuity and
transformation (Fakouhi, 2012; Tabatabaei,
2006, 2015). Accordingly, the present study
comparatively examines the fundamental concepts
of Iranshahr political thought in the Seljuk and
Safavid periods, focusing on divine glory, the ideal
king, justice, political authority, bureaucracy, and
the relationship between religion and the state.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical and
historical-comparative method based on classical
historical texts, political treatises, documentary
sources, and modern scholarly studies. The
comparative design is organized around three
analytical axes: first, the theoretical and conceptual
foundations of Iranshahr political thought; second,
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the historical and political structure of the Seljuk
state; and third, the structure of legitimacy,
centralization, and religion-state relations in the
Safavid period. The Seljuk era is particularly
significant because it illustrates the integration of
Turkic military power with Iranian bureaucratic
and political traditions. Although the Seljuks were
of Turkic origin, they relied heavily on Iranian
viziers, secretaries, administrative elites, and
inherited models of territorial management to
govern a vast empire. This synthesis allowed the
Seljuk state to preserve many Iranian political
concepts while adapting them to an Islamic-Sunni
framework supported by the Abbasid caliphate
(Bosworth, 1968; Jafari, 2018; Kianfar, 2014).
The role of Nizam al-Mulk and the Siyasatnama is
especially important in this regard, since the text
presents kingship as a moral, administrative, and
divinely sanctioned institution centered on justice,
consultation, discipline, control over officials, and
protection of subjects (Firahi, 2003; Ghazali,
1988; Nizam al-Mulk Tusi, 2001). In contrast, the
Safavid period represents a new phase in the
transformation of Iranshahr thought, because the
Safavid state officially institutionalized Twelver
Shiism and merged Iranian kingship with Shiite
religious legitimacy. Through this process, the king
became not only a political ruler but also a protector
of religion, a defender of Shiism, and a
representative of sacred authority within a
centralized state structure (Eskandar Beg Munshi,
1998; Qomi, 1984; Savory, 2000). Therefore, the
comparative method makes it possible to identify
both continuity and transformation in the political
meaning of Iranshahr concepts across two distinct

historical settings.

The findings show that divine legitimacy and the
concept of the ideal king remained central in both
periods, but their institutional and theological
interpretations differed substantially. In the Seljuk
period, legitimacy was dual in nature: the Abbasid
caliph provided symbolic-religious recognition,
while the sultan exercised actual political and
military authority. This dual structure allowed the
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Seljuk ruler to combine Islamic legitimacy with
Iranian ideas of divinely supported kingship. In this
context, farr-e izadi continued in Islamicized forms
through notions such as fortune, divine favor, and
the prosperity of the state, while the sultan’s
legitimacy depended on justice, order, and
protection of the people (Khalatbari & Dalir,
2009; Lambton, 1988; Ravandi, 1985). The ideal
ruler in the Seljuk period was therefore expected to
be powerful, just, prudent, religiously respectful,
and administratively competent, while remaining
connected to the Abbasid caliphate as the source of
formal Sunni legitimacy. By contrast, in the
Safavid period, the source of legitimacy shifted
from Abbasid approval to Shiite sacral kingship.
The Safavid monarch derived authority from his
association with Twelver Shiism, the protection of
the faith, and the symbolic claim to represent or
serve the authority of the Hidden Imam. Thus, the
ancient idea of divine glory was not abandoned but
reinterpreted through Shiite concepts of sacred
authority, guardianship, and religious kingship
(Amanat, 2013; Savory, 2000; Verdery, 2011).
This transformation indicates that Iranshahr
political thought possessed a high capacity for
ideological adaptation: in the Seljuk period it
operated within a Sunni-caliphal framework, while
in the Safavid period it was reconstructed within a
Shiite-imperial framework.

Justice also emerged as a decisive point of
continuity between the Seljuk and Safavid political
orders. In Iranshahr thought, justice was not simply
an ethical virtue; it was the foundation of political
survival, social order, and legitimate kingship. A
ruler who failed to preserve justice risked losing
divine favor and destabilizing the kingdom. In the
Seljuk period, justice was articulated primarily
through administrative and political mechanisms:
direct access of subjects to the ruler, supervision of
officials, punishment of oppressive governors,
regulation of taxation, and maintenance of balance
between the central authority and local powers.
Nizam al-Mulk’s political thought repeatedly
emphasizes that the endurance of the state depends
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on the ruler’s vigilance, the control of corruption,
and the fair treatment of subjects (Jalilian, 2016,
2026; Nizam al-Mulk Tusi, 2001). In the Safavid
period, justice retained its classical Iranshahr
meaning but acquired a stronger Shiite and moral
dimension. The Safavid ruler was expected to
implement justice not only as a political duty but
also as a religious obligation associated with the
defense of the Sharia, protection of the oppressed,
and preservation of the Shiite community
(Eskandar Beg Munshi, 1998; Qomi, 1984). This
difference reveals that while justice remained a
shared principle in both periods, its meaning shifted
from a predominantly administrative-political
model in the Seljuk state to a more explicitly
religious-moral model in the Safavid state.
Nevertheless, in both cases, justice served as the
main criterion for evaluating the ruler and the
central mechanism through which political
authority was morally justified.

The study further finds that the organization of
authority and bureaucracy represents another major
field of both continuity and transformation. In the
Seljuk period, authority was built on a relatively
decentralized balance among the sultan, Turkic
military elites, Iranian bureaucrats, and local rulers.
The Iranian bureaucratic tradition played a decisive
role in stabilizing Seljuk rule, especially through
the offices of the vizierate, fiscal administration,
territorial divisions, judicial organization, and
official documentation. This administrative system
preserved elements of earlier Iranian statecraft
while adapting them to the realities of a vast
Turkic-Islamic ~ empire  (Bosworth, 2002;
Lambton, 2006; Spuler, 1990). However, the
same decentralization that enabled the Seljuks to
govern a large territory also created vulnerabilities,
because local commanders and provincial rulers
could weaken central authority. In the Safavid
period, by contrast, state power moved more
strongly toward centralization. Safavid rulers,
particularly Shah Abbas I, strengthened central
institutions, expanded the authority of the royal
court, reorganized military forces, reduced



ol O e 9 S 20

dependence on tribal groups, and intensified
administrative
(Eskandar Beg Munshi, 1998; Savory, 2000).
The Diwan-e Afla and related administrative
institutions helped reinforce the central state, while
fiscal and provincial mechanisms such as tiyul and
suyurghal were used to regulate relations between
the center and the provinces. Despite these
differences, both periods demonstrate the durability
of Iranian bureaucracy as a central instrument of
governance. The Seljuks preserved it through
cooperation with Iranian secretarial elites, while
the Safavids reorganized it within a more

supervision ~ over  provinces

centralized and Shiite political order (Karimi
Malleh, 2007; Taheri, 2015). Thus, bureaucracy
functioned as one of the most persistent

institutional carriers of Iranshahr political thought.

In conclusion, the comparative examination of the
Seljuk and Safavid periods demonstrates that
Iranshahr political thought survived not because it
remained unchanged, but because it possessed the
capacity to adapt to new political, religious, and
social contexts. Its core concepts—divine
legitimacy, the ideal king, justice, centralized
authority,  religion-state  integration,  and
bureaucracy—remained visible in both periods, yet
each was reinterpreted according to the needs of the
ruling order. In the Seljuk era, this tradition was
reproduced through the combination of Iranian
administrative culture, Turkic military authority,
and Abbasid-Sunni legitimacy. In the Safavid era,
it was reconstructed through the fusion of Iranian
kingship, Twelver Shiism, and stronger political
centralization. The comparison therefore reveals
both continuity and transformation: continuity in
the persistence of the king-centered model of order,
justice, sacred legitimacy, and bureaucratic
administration; transformation in the sources of
legitimacy, the institutional role of religion, and the
degree of centralization. The Seljuk model was
based on balance, dual legitimacy, and semi-
decentralized governance, whereas the Safavid
model was based on Shiite sacral authority,
ideological integration, and a more centralized state
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structure. These findings indicate that Iranshahr
political thought should not be understood as a rigid
doctrine, but as a dynamic political tradition
capable of being reinterpreted across changing
historical conditions. Its endurance across the
Seljuk and Safavid periods confirms its central role
in shaping Iranian political culture and its lasting
importance as a framework for understanding
legitimacy, authority, justice, and state formation in
Iranian history.
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