


  Medieval Persia 1040…1797  charts the remarkable history of Persia from its 
conquest by the Muslim Arabs in the seventh century  AD  to the modern 
period at the end of the eighteenth century, when the impact of the west 
became pervasive. David Morgan argues that understanding this complex 
period of Persia•s history is integral to understanding modern Iran and its 
significant role on the international scene. 

 The book begins with a geographical introduction and brief ly summarises 
Persian history during the early Islamic centuries to place the country•s 
Middle Ages in their historical context. It then charts the arrival of the 
Salj�Ìq Turks in the eleventh century and discusses in turn the major politi-
cal powers of the period: Mongols, Timurids, Türkmen and Safawids. The 
chronological narrative enables students to identify change and consistencies 
under each ruling dynasty, while Persia•s rich social, cultural, religious and 
economic history is also woven throughout to present a complete picture 
of life in Medieval Persia. Despite the turbulent backdrop, which saw Persia 
ruled by a succession of groups who had seized power by military force, 
arts, painting, poetry, literature and architecture all f lourished in the period. 

 This new edition contains a new epilogue which discusses the significant 
literature of the last 28 years to provide students with a comprehensive over-
view of the latest historiographical trends in Persian history. Concise and 
clear, this book is the perfect introduction for students of medieval Persia 
and the medieval Middle East. 

  David Morgan  is Professor Emeritus at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
His previous publications include  Medieval Historical Writing in the Christian 
and Islamic Worlds  (edited, 1982) and  The Mongols  (second edition 2007). 
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 The Muslim era opens with the  Hijra  (sometimes spelt Hegira), i.e. the Flight 
or Emigration of the Prophet Mu	¤ammad from Mecca to Medina in  AD  622. 
Muslim years are therefore indicated by the abbreviation  AH  ( Anno Hegirae ). 
The Muslim year consists of twelve lunar months and is therefore approxi-
mately eleven days shorter than the solar year of the Western (Julian or Gre-
gorian) calendar. To find the Western ( AD ) equivalent to Muslim ( AH ) dates 
and vice versa, conversion tables are necessary. A useful compendium is 
G.S.P. Freeman-Grenville,  The Muslim and Christian Calendars , London 1963. 
It should be noted that the Muslim day begins at sunset and thus straddles 
part of two Western days. 

 Other peoples who appear in this book had their own ways of calculating 
the date: e.g. the Mongols used a twelve-year cycle (borrowed from the Chi-
nese) in which each year was named after an animal. Hence if we are told 
that Chingiz Kh�—n was born in the Year of the Pig, this may refer either to 
 AD  1155 or to  AD  1167. In this book dates are usually given in both  AH  and  AD  
forms, in that order, e.g. 656/1258. In some cases the  AH  date is inappropri-
ate, and a single date is always an  AD  one. To avoid unnecessary clumsiness, 
decades (e.g. •the 1250sŽ) and centuries (e.g. •the thirteenth centuryŽ) are 
given only in  AD  form. 

 NOTE ON DATES 



 This book is designed to offer the reader a straightforward account of the 
history of Persia from the arrival of the Salj�Ìq Turks in the eleventh century 
 AD  to the rise of the Q�—j�—r dynasty at the end of the eighteenth. Much of the 
history of Persia in early Islamic times, before the Salj�Ìq conquest, is dealt 
with in Hugh Kennedy•s volume in this series,  The Prophet and the Age of the 
Caliphates , and the Q�—j�—r period and after form part of the brief of Malcolm 
Yapp•s two volumes. But the intervening seven centuries constitute a gap 
which demands to be filled. This is a negative reason for the writing of 
 Medieval Persia : but there is also a positive one. As a discrete unit of histori-
cal study, Persia in the early Islamic period makes little sense: it has to be 
considered as an integral part of the Muslim world. This is in some degree 
always true, but from Salj�Ìq times it becomes more feasible to treat Persian 
history, if not by any means in isolation, at least as a legitimate sub-division 
of Middle Eastern history. 

 So much for political geography. There is also the question of periodiza-
tion. All historical periodization is to a greater or lesser extent arbitrary. But 
it is nevertheless essential, and I shall argue that these seven centuries may 
appropriately be termed •medievalŽ, and that they possess, in a real sense, a 
unity which more than justifies their treatment in a single book. It is for the 
reader to judge whether or not I have made out a plausible case. I thought 
it unwise, however, to begin with the Salj�Ìqs without at least sketching in 
the historical background to eleventh-century Persia. Hence the book com-
mences, in  Chapter 2 , with a bird•s-eye view … unavoidably that of a bird 
f lying rather high and fast … of Persian history between the third and the 
eleventh centuries. I hope that this will prove helpful rather than confusing. 

 PREFACE 



Preface xvii

 I have been fortunate in having access in advance of publication to three 
important works: the late J. F. Fletcher•s •Western Turkestan: the emergence 
of the UzbeksŽ, forthcoming in the  Cambridge History of Inner Asia ; A.K.S. 
Lambton•s  Continuity and Change in Medieval Persia: Aspects of Administrative, 
Economic and Social History, 11th…14th Century ; and B. F. Manz•s  The Rise and 
Rule of Tamerlane.  My indebtedness to these studies will be readily apparent 
to any who are able, in due course, to read them for themselves. 

 I am grateful to Professor P. M. Holt for his invitation to write this book, 
for his constant encouragement, and for his comments on the final draft. 
The whole of the penultimate draft was read and commented on by Pro-
fessor A.K.S. Lambton and Mr A. H. Morton. Professors Holt and Lamb-
ton each corrected a set of proofs. Dr K. S. McLachlan gave me an expert 
geographer•s view of  Chapter 1 , and Dr G. R. Hawting criticized, indeed 
demolished, an early draft of  Chapter 2 . To all these friends I offer my warm 
thanks. My debt to them is very great, and if I have not invariably taken 
their advice, the responsibility, as for all remaining errors, is mine. 

 DAVID MORGAN 
  January 1987  

 Since 1987 I have continued to learn about this book•s subject matter from 
many quarters. Those to whom I am most indebted are two who are men-
tioned above; both, sadly, are no longer with us: Professor A.K.S. Lambton 
and Mr Alexander Morton. Ann Lambton (1912…2008) was, with Edward 
G. Browne from an earlier generation, the greatest British scholar of Per-
sian studies of the twentieth century; and Sandy Morton (1942…2011), once, 
like me, a student of hers, became the finest Persian textual scholar of his 
time. I was immensely privileged to have been able, over several decades, to 
draw on their vast knowledge and understanding of Persia and its history. I 
have also learnt a great deal from many discussions, over more than twenty 
years, with a former student of my own, Professor Ali Ansari. And I should 
acknowledge the stimulation I have received from students at the University 
of Wisconsin…Madison, both those intrepid undergraduates who elected to 
take my course on •Islam in IranŽ and the graduate students whose research 
I supervised. 

 DAVID MORGAN 
  March 2015  
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It might not unreasonably be asked: why, in the twenty-first century, should 
anyone, except specialists in historical exotica, concern themselves with what 
went on in Persia three hundred, let alone one thousand, years ago? The 
answer is twofold. History is what has made Persia what it is today; and its 
history matters to the Persians themselves. And since this book was written, 
Persia, or Iran, has hardly ever been out of the news. The first edition of this 
book contained an explanation of why it used the term •PersiaŽ, rather 
than the now more fashionable •IranŽ. Since then some Persians have agreed 
that this is desirable, though for reasons different from those advanced here. 
It has been argued that, in the West, the associations in the popular mind of 
•IranŽ are, since the revolution of 1979, on the whole negative … chanting 
anti-American (and indeed anti-British) crowds, severe ayatollahs, involve-
ment in terrorism, an alleged nuclear weapons programme, and so forth. 
On the other hand, the associations of •PersiaŽ tend to be positive … Persian 
carpets, cats, miniature painting, poetry. Consequently, it is suggested, the 
traditional Western term is to be preferred. And of course, the associations 
of •PersiaŽ concentrate on the culturally splendid past, rather than on the 
less attractive present.

But how positive can we be in our assessment of the Persian past? A 
British or an American reader may perhaps not immediately appreciate 
quite how turbulent the history of Persia has been. Such has not been the 
fate of Great Britain or the United States. Great Britain is surrounded by 
water, and was last successfully invaded in 1066 (or, just arguably, in 1688). 
The United States is protected by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and its 

INTRODUCTION TO 
THE SECOND EDITION



2 Introduction to the second edition

land neighbours to the north and south have hardly presented an existential 
threat. But Persia is on every land invader•s route, from the west, the east, 
and the north. We should remember that during the period covered by this 
book, Persia was at no point ruled by peoples of Iranian ethnic origin, apart 
from a brief time in a section of the country during the eighteenth century. 
All its ruling groups … they were mostly of Turkish origin … had seized 
power by the exercise of military force, either as a result of successful inva-
sion or after triumphing in internal warfare.

A dismal story? Perhaps, if seen from a strictly political point of view. 
Those centuries can be, and often have been, depicted as a series of invasions 
and massacres, characterised by destruction, the disruption of society, and 
rule by military figures who may in some cases have been competent sol-
diers but who were otherwise incompetent, brutal or corrupt. And there is 
of course something in this. It might be argued that some of the characteris-
tics which we sometimes think we can see in the Persians, or some of them, 
today have something to do with their country•s experience of this troubled 
past: a certain insecurity and defensiveness, a distrust of foreigners in the 
light of what they have done to Persia. But there is another point of view 
apart from the political and military one. In what does Persian identity con-
sist? Certainly not in a continuous political history like that of Britain since 
the Norman Conquest. It is a cultural identity, and one with a very long 
ancestry. The Persians may, puzzlingly, have largely forgotten until recently 
about the Achaemenids, kings like Cyrus and Darius, rulers of the greatest 
empire of the ancient world before that of the Romans; but the modern Per-
sian language is a direct descendant of the Old Persian of Achaemenid times, 
and the Persians• conception of their history reaches back to those centuries, 
even if, traditionally, the actual Achaemenid kings have been replaced by 
the legendary figures who inhabit the pages of Firdaws�•̄s Sh�—h-n�—ma.

Persia may not have had, for much of its history, a peaceful time, but 
that has not prevented a remarkable cultural eff lorescence from occurring 
during these in many ways difficult centuries. It is interesting that politi-
cal division and discord does not always seem to inhibit the f lowering of 
culture: the Italy of the Renaissance is a classic example of this. So the Persia 
ruled by the Salj�Ìqs, the Mongols, the Timurids, and the Safawids also saw 
major developments in many of the arts, especially in painting, poetry (all 
the great classical poets of Persia f lourished in this period), other forms of 
literature (not least historical writing), and architecture. And it is worth 
remembering that much of this was actively encouraged by some of the rul-
ers who have in other respects received deservedly bad press.

It may be that some of the other characteristics which we recognise in the 
Persians are also the results of this turbulent history. Their history, we may 
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think, made it necessary for the Persians to be adaptable and resourceful if 
they were to survive, and it has also made it desirable for them to develop a 
subtlety and a use of nuance which are not always immediately obvious to 
those from what might be supposed to be more •straightforwardŽ societies. 
The Persian language is a good example of this. Foreigners who attempt to 
learn it often think it quite easy at first … especially if they are native speak-
ers of English, which like Persian is Indo-European in structure. But after a 
while, it becomes clear that things are not so simple: that Persian is spoken, 
but especially written, with a degree of subtlety and ambiguity which takes 
years of experience to detect and decipher satisfactorily.

Much, then, of what formed the Iranian nation of the twenty-first cen-
tury is the result of what happened in Persia between the mid-eleventh 
century and the end of the eighteenth. A few examples may be cited. It 
was the Salj�Ìqs who instituted a form of government in Persia which, in 
its essentials, lasted until the nineteenth century, and of which all traces 
have not vanished to this day. The Mongols have not been forgotten: when 
Osama bin Laden likened the first President Bush•s attack on Iraq to the 
Mongol Hülegü•s sack of Baghdad in 1258, he did not find it necessary to 
explain to his readership who Hülegü was: they knew. Why are most of the 
people of the Islamic Republic of Iran apparently so fervently attached to the 
Twelver Shi•i form of Islam? Only a knowledge of the history of the Safawid 
period, and of some later developments in Persian religious history, can help 
to begin an explanation of that.

The purpose of history is not to be a guide to the future, but it is, or it 
ought to be, a guide to understanding where the present has come from, 
and why. So if we wish to understand modern Iran, now a regional •super-
powerŽ, it will not suffice to study just its current religion and politics. A 
knowledge of its past is not only of immense interest for its own sake, but 
essential for getting a grasp on what matters in that part of the contemporary 
world.



1
THE LAND AND PEOPLES 
OF PERSIA

The boundaries of the Persian state, although they have contracted very 
markedly … especially in the north-west and the east as a result of nineteenth-
century Russian expansion and the emergence of Afghanistan as a political 
entity distinct from its neighbours … are essentially those established by the 
	áafawid sh�—hs in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries AD. Historically, 
and certainly during the period covered by this book, the Persian cultural 
and even political sphere was much wider than the present national bound-
aries. We shall be concerned with lands that are now part of Turkey, Iraq, 
the Soviet Union and Afghanistan as well as with Persia proper.

The official name of the country is Iran, and in 1934 Reza Shah Pahlavi 
decreed that even foreigners should use that name when referring to his 
country. The term •PersiaŽ derives from an ancient Hellenized form, Persis, 
of the name of one province in the south-west of the country. That prov-
ince, Parsa, was the cradle of two of the greatest Persian dynasties, the Ach-
aemenians (6th…4th centuries BC) and the Sasanians (3rd…7th centuries AD). 
After the Arab conquest in the seventh century AD the province became 
known, as it still is, as F�—rs (for there is no •PŽ in the Arabic alphabet: the 
Persians had to invent a new letter when they adapted the Arabic script for 
the writing of their language). The major language of Persia is F�—rs�,̄ Persian: 
in linguistic terminology •IranianŽ refers to a large family of languages of 
which Persian is only one, though by far the most widely spoken.

When the English talk about Persia, or the French about la Perse, then, 
they are … usually unconsciously, no doubt … using a Greek term for one Per-
sian province, in much the same way as a form of the Latin provincial name 
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Germania is used for the whole country of Deutschland. On this analogy 
there seems no strong reason why •PersiaŽ should be replaced by •IranŽ, any 
more than the Persians ought to feel obliged to give up calling the United 
Kingdom •EnglestanŽ.

Persian itself is the official language of the country and the natural first 
language of perhaps two-thirds of the population. Structurally it is classified 
as Indo-European: it is quite different from Arabic, a Semitic language, even 
though it is written in the same script … with the addition of some extra 
letters … and has absorbed a large amount of Arabic vocabulary. In terms 
of language types, Persian is nearer to English than to Arabic, and English 
speakers generally find it easier to learn than the other major Middle Eastern 
languages. This is true at least in the early stages and after the initial barrier 
presented by the Arabic script has been surmounted. It is perhaps only after 
a few years• experience that the student realizes that the language is a good 
deal more difficult than it seemed at first.

Persian is not exclusive to Persia. A form of it, called T�—j�k̄, is the official 
language of the Soviet Central Asian republic of Tajikistan, and the traveller 
in the neighbouring Turkish-speaking republic of Uzbekistan will find it 
useful, especially in the ancient city of Bukh�—r�—. It is the most widely spoken 
language in Afghanistan, where it is known as Dar�,̄ though the official first 
language is Pashto, also a member of the Iranian family. It was for some cen-
turies the language of the court and the administration in northern India.

Persian is a mellif luous language, heard at its best … if not its most readily 
comprehensible … in the recitation of poetry of which, at any rate until recent 
years, many Persians could without notice reproduce large quantities … a 
facility which has suffered as literacy has advanced. Edward Gibbon, who 
did not know the language but was evidently well informed, characterized 
it as •a smooth and elegant idiom, recommended by Mahomet to the use 
of paradise though it is branded with the epithets of savage and unmusical 
by the ignorance and presumption of AgathiasŽ (a sixth-century Byzan-
tine scholar and poet).1 After the Arab conquest Sasanian Persian (Pahlav�)̄ 
was replaced by Arabic as a written language, though it continued in oral 
use and eventually emerged as what is called New Persian (see Chapter 2), 
taking its place as the second literary language of Islam. It has since then 
shown a remarkable stability: the Persian of the tenth century AD presents no 
greater problem to a modern Persian than Shakespeare does to an English-
man of today.

The emergence of New Persian did not at all mean that Arabic disappeared 
from Persia. It retained, and retains, its prestige as the medium of writing on 
matters Islamic, for it was regarded (being the language of the Qur�Ž�—n) as the 
language of God: hence it was only fitting that those who wished to write 
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on theology or (religious) law should use the same tongue. Even historical 
writing long continued, in the main, to be in Arabic: it was not until the 
thirteenth century that the bulk of our historical sources came to be writ-
ten in Persian, though the language began to be used in state documents 
in the Ghaznawid period. The final dominance of Persian as a medium for 
historical writing coincided with the Mongol occupation of Persia, and the 
coincidence is unlikely to have been accidental. For the Mongols, pagans 
from the east, Arabic had no special status: indeed, it would have been 
incomprehensible to them whereas Persian, in time, became something of a 
lingua franca throughout the Mongols• Asiatic empire.

Mongolian itself did not succeed in establishing a permanent position 
among the languages of Persia, although at least in documents it did for a 
time survive the collapse of Mongol rule. Presumably it was spoken by too 
small a proportion of the population to make much of a mark. The Mongol 
invasions certainly involved the immigration into Persia of large numbers 
of people, but most of them probably spoke one form or another of Turk-
ish. When these immigrants were added to the Turkish speakers whose 
ancestors had already settled in Persia during the Salj�Ìq period (11th…12th 
centuries AD), they became the largest linguistic minority in the country. 
Turkish is still the first language of many Persian citizens, notably the people 
of the north-west, in �–
�arb�—yj�—n (which adjoins Turkey), but also among 
the Turkomans of the north-east and a number of nomadic tribes, including 
some of those in the south of the country. These varieties of Turkish are not 
uniform and none of them is identical with the Turkish of Turkey, though 
the latter and �–
�arb�—yj�—n� ̄Turkish are mutually comprehensible.

Other languages are spoken in addition to Persian and Turkish: Ara-
bic (especially in Kh�Ìzist�—n in the south-west … the province was formerly 
called �•Arabist�—n), Kurdish and Bal�Ìch� ̄are among the most important. A 
linguistic map of Persia would be a complex document.

By European standards Persia is a very large country, even in the rather 
truncated form in which it emerged from the Russian territorial depreda-
tions of the nineteenth century. It covers some 636,000 square miles. This is 
roughly equivalent to the combined surface area of France, West Germany, 
Italy, Switzerland and Spain. From north-west to south-east is 1,400 miles, 
from north to south 875 miles. The population is large compared with most 
Middle Eastern countries: the census of 1976 produced a figure of 33.7 mil-
lion, and an estimate in 1986 put it at 45 million. This population is dis-
tributed very unevenly around the country, roughly 70 per cent of which 
is desert and waste, supporting few people or none at all. The biggest areas 
of desert are in the centre and south, the Dasht-i Kav�r̄ and the Dasht-i L�Ì	ì. 
So far as the rest of the country is concerned, 10.9 per cent of Persia•s total 
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surface area is forest or pasture and only 10 per cent is cultivated cropland. 
The residue is marginal land, perhaps cultivable in sufficiently favourable 
circumstances.

Much of the country is high plateau, four to five thousand feet above 
sea level, with much higher peaks rising from it. The exceptions to this are 
Kh�Ìzist�—n and the Persian Gulf littoral, which are at an altitude only slightly 
above sea level, and the narrow coastal strip to the south of the Caspian Sea, 
which is itself 90 feet below mean sea level. The plateau is ringed to the 
north, west and south by high mountain ranges: to the north, the Alborz; 
to the west and south, the Zagros. The plateau is lacking in large rivers: the 
country•s biggest, the K�—r�Ìn, f lows from the Zagros through Kh�Ìzist�—n and 
into the Gulf. Rivers on the plateau, such as the Z�—yanda-r�Ìd, the river of 
I	âfah�—n, for the most part find no outlet, but ultimately lose themselves in 
sands or swamps.

The climate varies greatly from place to place. The mean monthly sum-
mer temperatures (in July) vary between 99°F at �–b�—d�—n and 77°F at Tabr�z̄. 
Absolute maximum temperatures at the two places in July are 127° and 
104° respectively. This, however, is by no means as unpleasant as it may 
sound. Because of the height of the plateau the heat is very dry and thus, 
usually, perfectly tolerable even to natives of colder and wetter climes (this, 
of course, is not the case in the much more humid areas off the plateau). 
There can be extreme variations of temperature between day and night, and 
between seasons.

The people of Persia may be divided not only on a linguistic or ethnic 
basis … Persians, Turks, Arabs, Kurds, Lurs, Bal�Ìch and so on … but also in terms 
of their way of life. There are townspeople, agriculturalists, and nomads. 
Islam is essentially an urban faith, and despite the dependence of the cities 
on the agricultural base there was always a division, and indeed a lack of 
sympathy and understanding, between townspeople and peasants.

Some of the largest cities in Persia have become important only relatively 
recently. These include �–b�—d�—n, in the oil region of Kh�Ìzist�—n, and the 
capital, Tehran, now a vast metropolis far larger than any other city. It is some-
times said that Tehran was of no importance before the Q�—j�—r dynasty made 
the city its capital at the end of the eighteenth century. This is not strictly 
true: according to the Castilian ambassador Clavijo, who passed through on 
his way to Tamerlane•s Samarqand at the beginning of the fifteenth cen-
tury, it was already f lourishing at that time. Nevertheless, until the Mongol 
invasion in the thirteenth century the great city of northern Persia was not 
Tehran but Rayy, a few miles to the south of the modern capital.

Other cities have remained important for many centuries. I	âfah�—n, in 
central Persia, was one of the Salj�Ìq capitals, and later became the capital 
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again under Sh�—h �•Abb�—s I in the late sixteenth century. Tabr�z̄, in the 
north-western province of �–
�arb�—yj�—n, was a major city, often the capital, 
throughout much of the period covered by this book since it was situated 
in the part of Persia most favoured by many of the dynasties that ruled the 
country. Sh�r̄�—z became the capital under the Buyids and the Zands and was 
the provincial capital of F�—rs during the whole of the Islamic period. Some 
lesser cities, such as Yazd on the edge of the central desert, derived their 
permanent significance from the fact that they were oasis towns.

The great eastern province of Khur�—s�—n was historically much larger than 
the present province of that name and included territory that is now in Soviet 
Central Asia and Afghanistan. It was divided into four quarters, centred on 
the cities of Marv, Balkh, Har�—t and N�s̄h�—p�Ìr. Only the last of these is now in 
Persia, and it has been superseded in importance by Mashhad because of the 
presence there of the tomb of the eighth Sh�¯�•�¯ im�—m: a crucial consideration 
when Sh�¯�•ism became the official faith in the sixteenth century.

But most of the population were not town-dwellers: they were peas-
ants, living in villages. The village rather than the isolated farmstead is the 
characteristic feature of the Persian rural landscape, though the villages vary 
very greatly in size. For the most part the peasants were not proprietors but 
tenants, usually holding their land (divided into jufts, the area that could 
be cultivated by a yoke of oxen) under a crop-sharing agreement with the 
landlord. Landlords were often absentees, living in the towns for most or 
all of the year. Although there was clearly a dominant landowning class, no 
really hereditary landed aristocracy was formed in Islamic times: the pre-
vailing political instability and the nature of Islamic inheritance law mili-
tated against any such development.

The low rainfall over much of the country meant that most cultivation of 
crops had to be by irrigation. There were parts of the country in which dry 
farming could be practised, notably in �–
�arb�—yj�—n and parts of Khur�—s�—n, 
but elsewhere the usual method was by means of a device called the qan�—t. 
This was an underground water channel which brought the water, often 
many miles, to where it was needed. The building of qan�—ts was a highly 
skilled operation and they required constant, and equally skilled, main-
tenance. Consequently the agriculture of Persia was peculiarly subject to 
the political vicissitudes that affected the country. If peasants were killed 
or driven away … as happened most notably during the Mongol period … 
neglect of the proper maintenance of the qan�—ts, even if they were not actu-
ally destroyed, could quite quickly have disastrous results. The land would 
not necessarily remain cultivable if simply left to itself.

The third sector of the population was the nomadic and semi-nomadic, 
which still exists, though it is now by no means as large a proportion as it 
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once was. Nomadism f lourishes mainly in the foothills of the Zagros moun-
tains, in the west and south of the country. Some tribal confederations, such 
as the Bakhtiy�—r� ̄of the Zagros, are of Iranian origin; others, such as the 
Qashq�—�Ž�̄ of F�—rs, are Turks. For most of the period considered here, the parts 
of the country preferred by the nomads were Khur�—s�—n and �–
�arb�—yj�—n, 
because of their extensive grasslands on which f locks and herds could be 
pastured. One of the most notable semi-nomadic groups at the present day, 
the Sh�—hsevan, lives in the north of �–
�arb�—yj�—n.

Most of Persia•s rulers from the Salj�Ìqs in the eleventh century to the 
Q�—j�—rs in the nineteenth were of nomadic, tribal origin, or (as in the case 
of the 	áafawids) came to power with such tribal support. This is to be 
explained largely in terms of the close compatibility between the nomadic 
life-style and efficiency in warfare: the mobility and skills in riding and 
archery which were required for a life of herding and hunting were easily 
adapted to fighting; and since almost the whole adult male population of 
these tribes would possess such skills, they were able to mobilize for war-
fare a formidably large proportion of their people, already fully armed and 
trained. It should not, however, be supposed that the relationship between 
the nomads and the settled people was purely predatory. This varied a good 
deal. It was probably the case that Mongol government benefited few but 
the rulers themselves but in other periods, such as Salj�Ìq times, there was … 
or could be … a more mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship between the 
different sectors of the population.

In the light of this great variety … ethnic, linguistic, and so on … it may 
be thought surprising that an entity which we can call •PersiaŽ continues 
to exist. Yet the country of today is still recognizably, in some sense, the 
same country that Cyrus the Great ruled in the sixth century BC. There is an 
element of continuity that all the changes in rulers, peoples, religions and 
political boundaries have not contrived to eradicate. In what does this con-
sist? It is probably hazardous to attempt too specific a definition. Concepts 
of •nationalismŽ are best avoided as a largely irrelevant and comparatively 
recent Western importation. The average Persian of two centuries ago, say, 
would not have defined himself as a Persian with a pedigree stretching back 
to Cyrus and Darius, of whom he would never have heard. He would prob-
ably have thought of himself, first and foremost, as a Muslim. Yet he was 
not the same as a Syrian or an Egyptian Muslim, and the difference was not 
simply one between the adherents of Sunnism and those of Sh�¯�•ism.

No doubt the survival, despite all its transformations, of the Persian lan-
guage can do something to help explain the phenomenon … though this may 
be more symptom than cause. There does, in fact, appear to be a sense of 
Persian consciousness, of identity … �r̄�—niyyat … which runs right through the 
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country•s history: or so Western historians seem to suppose. This is a cul-
tural, not a •nationalŽ identity, but it is none the less real for all that. Arabs, 
Turks, Mongols and Europeans might come and go, but Persia, somehow, 
is still Persia.

Note

1 E. Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. J. B. Bury, 
7 vols, London 1905…6, vol. 4, 362.



The Sasanian period

The period of Sasanian rule forms an important part of the background to 
the history of Islamic Persia. The Sasanian house, the last of the major pre-
Islamic dynasties, ruled Persia from the early third century AD until the 630s. 
It is hardly surprising that this long stretch of centuries … a little over four 
hundred years … should have left its mark on Persian history and society. 
The most enduring of Persia•s subsequent dynasties, the 	áafawids, survived 
for not much more than two centuries, and this was unusually long by the 
standards of the Islamic era.

The Persian tradition preserved a large body of legendary material, but 
the national memory in so far as it relates to actual historical events hardly 
reaches back much further than the Sasanian period. This may be seen 
from the national epic as it is preserved in the poetry of the Sh�—h-n�—ma of 
Firdaws�.̄ There is some surviving memory of the Sasanians• predecessors, 
the Parthians, but the Persians had contrived to forget the very existence of 
the founders of Persian greatness, the Achaemenians, who had for two hun-
dred years been the major power in the ancient world. Cyrus and Darius are 
not traceable in the Persian memory. There is only a vestigial recollection of 
Alexander the Great•s adversary, Darius III, who appears in the Sh�—h-n�—ma 
as D�—r�—, and Alexander himself, who under the form Iskandar became the 
focus of an elaborate legendary epic which spread even to the Far East. The 
Persian perception of their history before the Sasanians is, then, of a world 
of myth and legend. Reconstruction of what had in reality happened in 
the previous thousand years had to await the attentions of modern Western 
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scholars, using such sources as the Old Testament, ancient Greek historians 
(especially Herodotus), and, above all, the findings of archaeology.

The foundations of the Sasanian Empire were laid by Ardashir I, a local 
ruler in F�—rs who overthrew the last of the Parthians. His reign is dated 
from AD 224. The most striking Sasanian remains may still be seen in F�—rs. 
At F�r̄�Ìz�—b�—d is a Sasanian palace, of some architectural importance since 
its dome is borne by the earliest known squinches (supports for a round 
dome on a square base). More extensive ruins are at B�s̄h�—p�Ìr, and there 
too is a notable series of carved reliefs, a Sasanian speciality. Others are at 
T�—q-i Bust�—n, near Kirm�—nsh�—h in the west of the country, and at Naqsh-i 
Rustam, the site of the Achaemenian kings• tombs near Persepolis in F�—rs. 
But if F�—rs was, and remained, the Sasanian heartland, the imperial centre 
was at Ctesiphon, on the Tigris a few miles from where the �•Abbasid caliphs 
would later build their capital, Baghdad. The �w̄�—n, the sixth-century audience 
hall of the greatest of the Sasanians, Khusraw I Anushirvan, survives in part 
at Ctesiphon, and its open frontal arch is still the largest brick vault known 
ever to have been erected. As the fact of the capital being in modern Iraq 
indicates, the Sasanian Empire covered a much more extensive area than 
the modern Persian state, extending into the territory of the Soviet Union, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan as well as Iraq … and for a time before its end it 
stretched, to the west, even further.

Sasanian history may, in a rough and ready manner, be divided into two 
unequal parts: before and after the late fifth century AD. For nearly three 
hundred years the empire was administered in a rather decentralized fash-
ion, with much power resting in the hands of hereditary local rulers. The 
king was almost literally a sh�—hansh�—h, a king of kings: he has been termed a 
•principle of equilibriumŽ. Part of the explanation for this decentralization 
lies in the enormous size of the empire: travel to the capital from the more 
remote provinces took a very long time. The theory of society divided it 
into four classes below the sh�—h himself: priests, warriors, scribes and peas-
ants. The highest officers in the state were the chief minister, the vuzurg-
framadar; the commander-in-chief, the Eran-spahbad; and the chief priest, 
the mobadan-mobad. The chief priest headed the state church, which pro-
fessed the locally evolved religion of Zoroaster. Orthodoxy was established 
and strictly enforced, a process which is particularly associated with the 
priest Kartir, who f lourished in the reign of Shapur I (241…72) and after. The 
corpus of Zoroastrian scriptures was assembled: this is known as the Zend-
Avesta. The Avesta, though put together in the Sasanian period, is in part 
much older; the Zend is the commentary on it.

Zoroastrianism is a dualist faith, holding that two co-eternal principles 
of good and evil exist. Good is personified by Ahura-Mazda (otherwise 
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Ohrmazd), and evil by Ahriman. Fire was the principal symbol of purity 
and the fire-altar with its perpetual f lame the centre of worship: hence 
Zoroastrianism is sometimes (incorrectly) called •fire-worshipŽ. The Zoro-
astrian pantheon found room for other divinities, notably Mithra and the 
water goddess Anahita. As well as officially enforced orthodoxy there was 
a variety of sects, such as those of Zurvan and, most interesting of all, Maz-
dak, whose ideas will be considered later.

Sasanian Zoroastrianism even helped give rise to a new religion, Man-
ichaeism. The faith preached by Mani, a native of Sasanian Mesopotamia, 
was a potent dualist amalgam of elements from Zoroastrianism and other 
religions, especially Christianity. Mani, declaring himself •Apostle of Jesus 
ChristŽ, preached his universal religion until he was executed in 276, at the 
instigation of Kartir, for having provoked apostasies from Zoroastrianism. 
Although Manichaeism was suppressed in Persia, it had a long career ahead 
of it both in the Far East and Central Asia, and in the West: St Augustine 
of Hippo was at one time a Manichee, and the medieval dualist Bogomils 
and Cathars may have owed a debt to Mani. There are still some practis-
ing Zoroastrians in Persia, and also a f lourishing community, the Parsees 
of Bombay, descended from exiles who f led to India. But perhaps the most 
conspicuous and permanent legacy of the pre-Islamic era is the New Year 
festival, Nawr�Ìz, to this day celebrated on 21 or 22 March by all Persians of 
any religious allegiance or none: but this has long since ceased to have any 
religious significance.

Zoroastrianism, for reasons to be discussed, did not for long prove able 
to retain the allegiance of the bulk of its devotees after the Arab conquest. 
When one considers that the Zoroastrian religion (though Zoroaster•s own 
date is much disputed) was an indigenous Persian religion in some form 
at least as old as Persia … if one dates Persia from the Achaemenians … then 
its direct contribution to Islamic Persia was surprisingly small. Some have 
argued that there was a Zoroastrian religious •inputŽ … for example, there 
is a suggestion that the five Muslim daily prayers may have been based on 
Zoroastrian ritual … but the more obvious Sasanian legacy is not in the 
religious sphere so much as in those of political ideas and administrative 
practice.

In its first centuries the Sasanian Empire•s main external foe had been the 
Roman Empire. Among the Persians• greatest victories was Shapur I•s defeat 
and capture of the Roman emperor Valerian in 260, which is illustrated in 
one of the reliefs at Naqsh-i Rustam. By the latter part of the fifth century, 
however, the real danger came from the east, in the shape of the Hephtha-
lites or White Huns. (The Hephthalites appear not to have been related to 
the Mongoloid Huns of Attila, though they were also nomads: they are 
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thought to have been of Indo-European stock). In 484, in the region of 
Gurg�—n in the north-east of Persia, King Firuz was catastrophically defeated 
by the Hephthalites. The sh�—h and large numbers of the nobility were killed, 
and the disaster was followed by a serious famine. The debacle was so total 
that it became clear that the old Sasanian order was at an end. Drastic mea-
sures would be necessary if the Persian state were to survive.

Different views were held over what might be the appropriate course of 
action. It was in this period that the reformer Mazdak became inf luential. 
He propounded a radical version of Zoroastrianism, thoroughly hostile to 
the privileges of the nobles and the priestly class. He advocated an egalitar-
ian society, and seems to have opposed polygamy and harems. In the chaos 
of the time his form of (almost) proto-communism gained a sympathetic ear 
even from the then reigning sh�—h. It caused great alarm, however, among 
those who stood to lose by the implementation of its doctrines, and to the 
Zoroastrian clergy it appeared socially subversive. Indeed, even after its sup-
pression it remained for many centuries … well into the Islamic period … the 
bugbear of the socially conservative, a class which included most of the 
authors of the sources on which we now rely for our knowledge of Persian 
history. Any radical teaching was open to the damning accusation of •Maz-
dakismŽ. This may be seen in the Siy�—sat-n�—ma of Ni
��—m al-Mulk (late elev-
enth century), who gives us perhaps the fullest extant account of Mazdak, 
some of the details of which may be true. The menace of Mazdakism even 
turns up in the works of Rash�d̄ al-D�n̄, as late as the fourteenth century. It 
may indeed be that in some form Mazdak•s ideas did survive him, and went 
on to make their contribution to some of the heterodox movements that 
emerged in Islamic times.

Those who feared the consequences of Mazdakism found a powerful 
ally in the crown prince, who was able in the 520s to mount an effective 
counter-revolution. The Mazdakites, at least on the surface, were totally 
suppressed and indeed exterminated. The prince himself became sh�—h in 
531, and reigned until 579 as Khusraw I Anushirvan. He has always been 
regarded as the greatest of the Sasanian monarchs, and his justice became 
legendary, though it may in reality be largely mythical. Anecdotes about the 
perfection of his judgements and the excellence of his government accumu-
lated around his name. He became, even for Muslim writers in Persia, the 
ideal of a just and wise king.

This is vividly encapsulated in a maxim attributed to him which, in 
varying forms, is continually repeated in works of the Islamic period. In the 
Q�—b�Ìs-n�—ma, a book of advice written by a petty Persian prince of the elev-
enth century for the instruction of his son, it reads: •Make it your constant 
endeavour to improve cultivation and to govern well; for understand this 
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truth: the kingdom can be held by the army, and the army by gold; and gold 
is acquired through agricultural development; and agricultural development 
through justice and equity. Therefore be just and equitableŽ.1 It is perhaps 
appropriate that even until very recently all obviously pre-Islamic buildings 
tended, popularly, to be attributed to Khusraw I, as Islamic constructions 
were to the 	áafawid Sh�—h �•Abb�—s I.

Khusraw did not by any means attempt to restore the old order. That 
was no longer possible or perhaps, in his mind, desirable. Local autonomy 
was brought to an end. Centralized government was the order of the day. 
The empire was divided into four military regions … north, south, east 
and west … and there was no commander-in-chief other than the king. A 
reformed taxation system was introduced, apparently heavily inf luenced by 
the Roman system of the emperor Diocletian. It was based on a new survey 
and had fixed scales of payment. Locally the government was represented 
by dihq�—ns, whose principal function was the collection of taxes. Dihq�—n is a 
difficult term to translate. In modern Persian, by a not uncommon process 
of descent down the terminological social scale, a dihq�—n is a peasant. In the 
Sasanian period and after … for the conquering Arabs, too, found the dihq�—ns 
administratively useful … they were perhaps something like a country gen-
try, though certainly not a high hereditary nobility.

Khusraw found an effective ally in the Turks, who were then becoming 
the major power in central and eastern Asia to the west of China. With their 
aid he defeated the Hephthalites in around 560. The menace from the east 
having been dealt with, the Persians were able to turn their attention to the 
west and to their old enemies the Romans, now in the form of the Byzantine 
Empire. It was in connection with these campaigns that important military 
innovations were made, especially in cavalry warfare. While fighting in 
Central Asia, the Sasanian army developed a new type of heavily armed and 
armoured cavalryman, usually called the cataphract. Such a figure may be 
seen in one of the late Sasanian reliefs at T�—q-i Bust�—n. The mounted war-
rior, encased in armour and wielding a long lance, could easily be mistaken 
for a medieval western European knight, though he preceded the emergence 
of the knight by many centuries. The T�—q-i Bust�—n cataphract is often taken 
to be a representation of Khusraw II Parviz, who was Sasanian sh�—h at the 
end of the sixth century. In due time the notion of the cataphract was passed 
on to the Persians• principal enemy, for the Byzantines found it necessary to 
try to meet heavy cavalry in kind.

Khusraw II was, at least for a time, the greatest military conqueror of 
his dynasty. Under his command the empire experienced a last series of 
astonishing triumphs before catastrophe overwhelmed it. Khusraw came to 
the throne in 590, but it was not until the latter part of his long reign that 
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the military victories began in earnest. Sasanian forces invaded Byzantine 
Syria, and took Antioch in 613. Egypt came next: Alexandria fell in 619. 
In 620 the Persian army was opposite Constantinople, and it might have 
seemed that the sh�—h was on the verge of re-establishing the frontiers of 
the Achaemenian Empire. Certainly these were campaigns of conquest, not 
mere plundering raids: the archaeology of the Persian invasion of Anatolia 
makes it perfectly clear that the Persians had come to stay. But it was not to 
be. The Byzantine emperor Heraclius mounted an effective counter-attack, 
bypassing the Persian army in Anatolia and striking deep into Sasanian ter-
ritory in Iraq.

The war finally ended, after twenty-five years, with … it is commonly 
supposed, with hindsight of what subsequently happened … both the great 
Near Eastern empires in a state of exhaustion. Khusraw himself died in 628, 
and with him died Sasanian dynastic stability: there were no fewer than 
eight rulers in the four years after 628, until the accession of the tragic fig-
ure who was to prove the last of the Sasanians, Yazdigird III. He ascended 
the Persian throne in 632, which was also the year in which the Prophet 
Mu	¤ammad died … a fact the significance of which no doubt passed Con-
stantinople and Ctesiphon by. The events of the next few years would make 
it clear that both empires might profitably have taken rather more notice of 
what had been happening in the Arabian peninsula.

The Arab conquest of Persia

The Sasanian Empire fell quickly, and in its entirety, to the Arab Muslim 
armies. The question why so long-lived and vast an empire should have col-
lapsed so easily has been much, if inconclusively, debated. The weakening 
effects of the long war with Byzantium have already been mentioned. It is 
perhaps possible that twenty-five years of incessant campaigning … during 
which much responsibility was in the hands of generals rather than of the 
sh�—h … may have eroded feelings of loyalty to the Sasanian house. Again, it 
has been suggested that the •new orderŽ introduced by Khusraw I Anushir-
van may not yet have had sufficient opportunity to become firmly estab-
lished. Dissent from the establishment and the officially enforced religion 
was still rife and the reconstructed Sasanian polity not fully stable.

There is also the consideration that the area nearest to the Arabs and 
most vulnerable to their attacks was Iraq, which although it was not part 
of Persia •properŽ was the administrative centre of the empire and also the 
source of something like two-fifths of the government•s revenue. Hence, 
once Iraq had fallen to the invaders, it may have proved impossible to 
mount an effective resistance from the Persian plateau. The Persian defeats 
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at Q�—disiyya (probably 16/637) and Nih�—wand (21/642) were therefore deci-
sive. Although Yazdigird III survived until 651, dying like the last Achaeme-
nian in Khur�—s�—n in the east, the issue of the struggle had long since been 
decided.

The Arabs, then, ultimately swallowed Persia whole. But they soon dis-
covered that it was in some ways an indigestible meal. The •PersianŽ iden-
tity and the Persian language survived to an extent not paralleled in the 
former Byzantine provinces, such as Egypt and Syria, that were added to 
the Arab empire at much the same time as Persia was conquered. Possibly 
this indigestibility was in part the result of the fact that the entire empire 
was absorbed into the Muslim realm: there was no remaining Persian state 
to which Persians under Muslim rule could look for help or sympathy. 
They were therefore thrown back on self-reliance, and perhaps made a 
greater effort to preserve elements of their past than they might otherwise 
have done.

Persia had been, comparatively speaking, a unified polity with a com-
mon and generally … though far from universally … accepted official religion 
and a sense of identity which, though not racially based, was certainly real. 
By contrast the Byzantine Empire, though truncated, still existed after the 
Arab conquests and indeed still had eight hundred years of history ahead of 
it. The parts of the Byzantine Empire that fell to Arab attack were prov-
inces, not the centre. The empire was reduced and impoverished by their 
loss, but it remained perfectly viable. Furthermore, those provinces had been 
to a greater or lesser extent disaffected from Constantinople•s rule, not least 
on religious grounds. The peoples of Egypt and Syria, though certainly 
Christian, did not for the most part take kindly to the official imposition of 
Greek Orthodoxy. The varieties of Christianity that had strong local support 
were rather different. Nor could it be said that there was an overwhelming 
sense of a Syrian or perhaps even of an Egyptian identity which might have 
enabled the conquered peoples to resist becoming •ArabsŽ.

There are many other factors that may help us to explain the fact that 
something we can legitimately call Persia survived the Arab conquest. Con-
ceivably the Indo-European structure of the Persian language made it more 
resistant to assimilation to Semitic Arabic than were the languages of the 
former Byzantine provinces, such as Syriac and Coptic. Again, Arab settle-
ment in Persia was probably fairly thinly distributed compared with Syria 
and Egypt. But for whatever reasons, the conquered ex-subjects of the Byz-
antine Empire were ultimately absorbed into the new Arab-Muslim civili-
zation. Indeed, it would be more accurate to say that they were themselves 
among the components of that civilization as it was gradually formed. If 
they had a separate identity it was much weakened, whereas the Persians, 
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though Muslims, never became •ArabsŽ. They are still Persians, and they 
still speak Persian.

It is not easy to say how quickly Islam itself spread in conquered Persia. 
The probability … as elsewhere in the Muslim empire … is that conversion 
from the previously dominant religions was fairly slow at first, though the 
practical advantages of adopting the faith of the new rulers no doubt became 
obvious enough. But we do not really know: attempts to estimate rates of 
conversion from, for example, analysis of the incidence of recorded Muslim 
names seem to involve assumptions that are far from self-evident.

There was no systematic persecution of Zoroastrianism, though it is 
arguable that in strict Islamic terms there ought to have been. Islam granted 
toleration to the •People of the BookŽ, essentially the Jews and the Chris-
tians, whose sacred scriptures were recognized by Islam as being divinely 
inspired … albeit corrupted by men … and whose revelations were regarded 
as preceding Islam. Judaism and Christianity were now superseded, but they 
were true enough as far as they went. This could hardly have been thought 
to be so in the case of Zoroastrianism, whose dualism was alien to Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam alike. Nevertheless, the Zoroastrians were granted de 
facto the status of People of the Book: they were not treated as idolaters, to 
be presented with the alternatives of Islam or the sword.

Quite what was the rationale behind this is not clear. Perhaps it was 
simply that the Arabs baulked at the prospect of having to impose Islam (or 
death) on the entire population of Persia other than the Christian and Jewish 
minorities. In the long run the policy of toleration (mixed with contempt 
and second-class status) was effective as well as expedient. Zoroastrianism 
did not prove to have the staying power of Judaism or Christianity. Possi-
bly this may have been linked to the old faith•s official position within the 
Sasanian Empire. They fell together because they were so closely connected: 
Zoroastrianism had been so inextricably bound up with the Sasanian polity 
that it could not survive, as a faith for the masses, without it. Judaism and 
Christianity, by contrast, had ample experience of persecution and official 
discrimination to draw on.

Ultimately most of the Persians, under pressure from Sh�—h Ism�—�•�̄l I and his 
successors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, opted for the minority 
form of Islam, Sh�¯�•ism, whereas most of the Islamic world adhered to the 
Sunn� ̄version of the faith. It used to be argued that there was something 
specifically Persian about Sh�¯�•ism: that it was in fact a means by which the 
submerged Persian spirit could reassert itself against the alien invader. Such 
an argument would point out that the main matter thought to be at issue 
between Sunn�s̄ and Sh�¯�•�¯s, at least in origin, was the question of who should 
succeed Mu	¤ammad as leader of the Muslim community and become his 
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caliph (successor or representative). The Sh�¯�•�¯ view was the dynastic, legiti-
mist one … the succession should be handed down in Mu	¤ammad•s family … 
and this, it was said, was easily compatible with the Persians• monarchically 
oriented way of looking at things. It was further pointed out that according 
to legend, one of the early Sh�¯�•�¯ im�—ms … those regarded by the Sh�¯�•�¯s as right-
ful heads of the Islamic community … had married a princess of the Sasanian 
royal house.

This equation of Sh�¯�•ism with the Persian spirit is still sometimes encoun-
tered, but it has long been clear that it has no scholarly basis. Early Sh�¯�•ism 
was far from being a specially Persian movement, and there is little doubt 
that at the time when Persia did become officially Sh�¯�•�¯ the majority of 
the population was Sunn�.̄ As everyone now knows, the Persians eventually 
became irrevocably attached to Sh�¯�•ism and their commitment has remained 
unshakable: to that we shall return.

The rule of the caliphs

For a century Persia was ruled by Arab governors who were responsible 
to the Umayyad caliph in Damascus. Like the Sasanians, the Arabs based 
their administration of Persia on Iraq. On the Persian plateau they tended 
to rely to a large extent on the Persian dihq�—ns to act as their local agents 
and tax-collectors. By the mid-eighth century trouble was brewing, and the 
religio-political rising that overthrew the Umayyads began in Persia, in the 
province of Khur�—s�—n. This was the �•Abbasid Revolution.

It would be a brave man who would attempt to explain that revolution in 
a few lines: there are almost as many explanations as there are publications 
on the subject. It has been thought a movement of Persians versus Arabs, 
and one of some Arab tribes against others, or as one of some Arabs plus 
some Persians against other Arabs. It has been argued that it was caused by 
the resentment of the maw�—l� ̄(sing. mawl�—). A mawl�— in this context was a 
non-Arab who had accepted Islam, and who in order to secure his position 
in the Muslim community had to become a client (mawl�—) of an Arab tribe. 
Perhaps some of the Persian maw�—l� ̄were discontented with the treatment 
they were receiving as rather second-class Muslims. In this connection it is 
pointed out that the leader of the rising, Ab�Ì Muslim, was himself a Persian 
mawl�— … though it has to be remembered that he was sent to Khur�—s�—n from 
Iraq by his Arab �•Abbasid superior.

Whatever the causes and character of the �•Abbasid Revolution, it unde-
niably had momentous consequences in terms of the perpetuation of Per-
sian traditions. First, the new dynasty of caliphs transferred the capital of 
the Islamic empire from Damascus in Syria to the newly founded city of 
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Baghdad. Baghdad may have been new, but it was in Iraq and near Ctesiphon: 
the imperial centre was again where it had been in Sasanian times. Baghdad, 
the building of which was begun in 145/762 by the caliph al-Man	â�Ìr, was 
planned as a round city, like Sasanian F�r̄�Ìz�—b�—d. It had a carefully isolated 
royal palace, its audience hall fronted by a Persian-style �w̄�—n 45 feet high 
and 30 feet across, and it was guarded by Khur�—s�—n� ̄troops.

Secondly, the position of the caliph himself became more inf luenced 
than it had been by Persian imperial precedent. The Umayyad caliphs, at 
least in their early days and in theory, had still to some extent been tribal 
chieftains, treated without excessive deference and always readily available 
to their subjects. The �•Abbasid caliph was a remote, inaccessible figure, to be 
approached only with due (and elaborate) ceremony: a true Oriental mon-
arch in the traditional style, an emperor.

It is important not to take this argument too far: the �•Abbasid caliphs 
were not sh�—hs in a thin Islamic disguise. They had to try to establish their 
legitimacy in Islamic, not Persian terms, and they did not revive Sasanian 
titles or adopt other specifically backward-looking measures. Nor can sug-
gestions that �•Abbasid administration was merely that of the Sasanians come 
into its own again really stand up: it has been shown, for example, that 
the institution of the office of waz�r̄, the caliph•s chief minister, did not 
derive directly from Sasanian precedent, as used to be supposed. Neverthe-
less there is a certain Persian f lavour to the rule of the early �•Abbasids, some-
thing which had been less apparent in the Umayyad period. The ancient 
Middle Eastern imperial tradition had in a sense been re-established in the 
Islamic city of Baghdad.

The �•Abbasids had been brought to power, if not by Persians, at least 
by supporters from Persia; and the survival of the dynasty in its early years 
depended on the backing of the Khurasanian army in Iraq. Too much 
reliance on the Khur�—s�—n�s̄ was soon seen to be potentially dangerous. In 
138/755 the caliph had the excessively inf luential Persian architect of the 
�•Abbasid Revolution, Ab�Ì Muslim, murdered. Serious revolts promptly 
broke out in Khur�—s�—n, and in later troubles rebel leaders sometimes claimed 
to be the •realŽ Ab�Ì Muslim. In the 830s the caliph al-Mu�•ta	âim decided 
that radical measures were necessary, and that the whole basis of recruitment 
of the �•Abbasid army should be changed.

The core of the army was now to be, not the traditional Khur�—s�—n� ̄sup-
porters of the dynasty, but imported Turkish slaves. This was a momentous 
innovation: Turks were to form the military elite in the Islamic Middle East 
for a thousand years. They came by purchase or capture from the east as 
youths, were converted to Islam, and trained as soldiers. The theory (and at 
first the practice) was that as slaves of the caliph they would be unwavering 
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in their loyalty, since they had no other focus for it, having been uprooted 
from their home environment. There was nothing dishonourable about this 
slavery: a Muslim military slave could rise to the highest ranks in the state or 
the army, without necessarily even having been manumitted by his master. 
Such a successful slave would in due course acquire slaves of his own. In the 
thirteenth century the military slave (maml�Ìk) system became the basis of 
two major Muslim polities, the Maml�Ìk sultanate in Egypt and Syria and 
the Delhi sultanate. In these states the rulers and the ruling (military) class 
were slaves or of slave origin.

The difficulty proved, however, to lie in maintaining a distinction 
between the military and the civil authority. The loyalty of the Turkish 
troops to the �•Abbasid dynasty was steady enough, but it soon became evi-
dent, once the succession to the caliphate was in dispute, that no one member 
of that house could rely on it. Before long, caliphs were nominated, deposed 
and murdered by their Turkish maml�Ìk generals. After the mid-ninth cen-
tury, real power in Iraq was in the hands of the Turkish commander-in-
chief, not of the caliph himself. No one thought of abolishing the caliphate, 
or even of displacing the �•Abbasid house: the caliphate was seen as necessary 
for the legitimation of political rule that was in reality in the hands of oth-
ers. For a further four hundred years Muslim sovereigns continued to seek 
•appointmentŽ by the caliph. Not until the Mongols forcibly suppressed the 
caliphate in 656/1258 did the Sunn� ̄Muslim world discover, slightly to its 
surprise, that it could quite well do without a caliph at all.

The “independent” dynasties

General confusion at the centre, and the series of succession struggles between 
different maml�Ìk factions (supporting different caliphal candidates), meant 
that the grip of the central government began to slacken in the provinces 
of the Islamic empire. Local dynasties, to a greater or lesser extent enjoying 
de facto independence, emerged in North Africa, Egypt, Persia and Central 
Asia. Few of these rulers cared to place any theoretical emphasis on their 
lack of submission to Baghdad, and the line between a semi-autonomous 
governor and a genuinely independent ruler was often a fine one. Which 
side of the line a particular ruler fell on might well, in practice, become 
evident in his attitude towards a single issue: whether or not he would remit 
taxes to the caliph when they were demanded.

The first of the Persian •independentŽ dynasties is traditionally the 
	ëahirids, four generations of whom ruled Khur�—s�—n between 206/821 and 
259/873. They were of Persian dihq�—n descent: at the time of the Arab con-
quest, the ancestor of the eponymous founder 	ë�—hir had been a mawl�— of an 
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Arab governor of S�s̄t�—n, in south-east Persia. 	ë�—hir•s grandfather had been 
involved in the �•Abbasid Revolution, and thereafter the family•s rise to prom-
inence was unchecked. In 194…5/810…11 	ë�—hir had been a leading general 
in the civil war between the rival brother caliphs al-Am�n̄ and al-Ma�Žm�Ìn: 
he had been on the winning side, and was rewarded with important offices 
in Iraq. In 206/821 he was made governor of all the lands east of Iraq. It is 
important to note that many later 	ëahirids also held office in Iraq … even the 
military governorship of Baghdad. While their possession of such offices no 
doubt strengthened their •independentŽ position in the east, the evidence 
seems to indicate that they were regarded … and regarded themselves … as 
loyal �•Abbasid governors, not at all as rebels, let alone independent mon-
archs. They marked a step on the road to local Persian separatism, but they 
were not really a full-f ledged example of it.

The next family to appear on the Persian political scene was a very dif-
ferent matter. This was the 	áaffarid dynasty. They arose in the province 
of S�s̄t�—n, a turbulent area in which only the major cities such as Zarang 
and Bust (the sites of which are now both in Afghanistan) were effectively 
garrisoned by the central government or its local representatives. Much of 
the real power was in the hands of the Kharijites, a dissident Islamic group-
ing. In these circumstances the people of S�s̄t�—n were obliged for their own 
protection to resort to self-help, and bands of what were called �µayy�—r�Ìn 
were formed. An �µayy�—r was perhaps somewhere between a vigilante and a 
straightforward bandit. Ya�•q�Ìb the Coppersmith (��aff�—r) joined such a band, 
took it over, built up his power and drove out the representatives of the 
	ëahirids, declaring himself Am�r̄ in 247/861.

He incorporated the Kharijites into his forces on terms favourable to 
them, and then expanded his power both eastwards into modern Afghanistan 
and westwards into Persia. In 259/873 he ended 	ëahirid rule in Khur�—s�—n. 
All this was without reference to the caliph, and indeed in 262/876 Ya�•q�Ìb 
had advanced to within fifty miles of Baghdad when he was defeated. As a 
major state the 	áaffarid empire was short-lived: Ya�•q�Ìb•s brother and succes-
sor �•Amr lost control of Khur�—s�—n in 287/900, and was executed in Baghdad 
two years later. His successors, however, retained possession of S�s̄t�—n for 
most of the next hundred years, and even after, members of the 	áaffarid 
family were inf luential in S�s̄t�—n until well into the 	áafawid period.

Although �•Amr did at times enjoy caliphal recognition, and did acknowl-
edge the caliph on his coins, the 	áaffarid state was unmistakably not a 
slightly autonomous �•Abbasid province. It was the creation of a genuinely 
independent local dynasty. What is more, the 	áaffarids were consciously a 
dynasty of Persians. They made use of something approximating to Persian 
•nationalŽ feeling to make propaganda against the �•Abbasids as Arabs, and 
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despite their lowly origins they claimed to be descended from the Sasanian 
royal house. This presumably indicates that even two centuries after the 
Arab conquest there was still political capital to be made from such a claim. 
Possibly it helped the 	áaffarids, rebels against the �•Abbasid caliph, to achieve 
an alternative form of legitimacy in the eyes of their followers.

�•Amr•s disastrous defeat had been inf licted on him by the Samanids, 
who were next to take the centre of the Persian political stage. The base 
of their power was in Transoxania, especially the great cities of Bukh�—r�— 
and Samarqand, where they had acted as local governors for the 	ëahirids. 
The fall of the 	ëahirids left them as virtually independent rulers in Tran-
soxania, and Ism�—�•�¯l S�—m�—n�•̄s victory over �•Amr gave them control over 
Khur�—s�—n. Ism�—�•�¯l•s relations with the caliph were correct, unlike those of 
Ya�•q�Ìb the Coppersmith, but they were fairly formal: he apparently sent no 
tribute to Baghdad. The Samanid empire began to lose its peripheral ter-
ritories in the 970s, and in 389/999 the Qara-Khanid Turks from further 
east ended Samanid rule in their homeland of Transoxania. The Turkici-
zation of Transoxania, formerly an Iranian-speaking land, began in the 
Samanid period.

Ism�—�•�̄l S�—m�—n�•̄s reputation among later writers for exemplary justice and 
equity may to some extent be compared to Khusraw Anushirvan•s. It has 
often been held that the apparently very efficient Samanid administrative 
machine, a blend of Sasanian, Islamic and Central Asian elements, provided 
a model for later dynasties to follow. It was a model which may have inf lu-
enced the Salj�Ìqs and, through them, virtually all their successors until the 
nineteenth century, though in fact the Salj�Ìqs probably took rather more 
notice of Ghaznawid practice and perhaps of the �•Abbasid administration 
they encountered in Baghdad.

Although the Samanids did not labour their •PersianŽ identity in quite 
the 	áaffarid style, they were of Persian origin and they did offer important 
encouragement to the now-emerging New Persian literary language. They 
patronized both poetry … for example the poet R�Ìdak� ̄… and prose. Of prose 
works the most important was perhaps that of Bal�•am�,̄ who was waz�r̄ to 
Ism�—�•�̄l•s grandson Na	âr. Around 352/963 Bal�•am� ̄ produced what is usu-
ally described as an abridged Persian translation of the Ta�ŕ�k̄h of 	ëabar�,̄ the 
greatest work of Arabic historical writing up to that date. The book still 
awaits a modern critical edition, but it is becoming clear that to depict it as 
a mere translation of 	ëabar� ̄is to do it less than justice. It is in fact Bal�•am�•̄s 
own historical work, based on 	ëabar� ̄but containing much additional infor-
mation, especially on events in Persia. Hence it ought to take its place as 
the first major history in Persian … something of a landmark. Persians had 
indeed played an important part earlier in the recording of Islamic history; 
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but (as in the case of 	ëabar�,̄ himself a Persian from the Caspian province of 
	ëabarist�—n) they had written in Arabic.

The Ghaznawids and the Buyids

The principal rulers in Persia after the fall of the Samanids were in the east, 
the Ghaznawids and in the west, the Buyids. The Ghaznawids were the first 
major Islamic dynasty to have their centre in the territory of what is now 
Afghanistan, at that time and for long after on the very fringes of the Islamic 
world. Their capital was at Ghazna, to the south of K�—bul. This was largely 
fortuitous: in 350/961 Alptegin, the Turkish commander-in-chief for the 
Samanids in Khur�—s�—n, had been involved in a conspiracy (with the historian 
Bal�•am�)̄ to place his own candidate on the throne in Bukh�—r�—. After the 
failure of the plot Alptegin judged it prudent to withdraw to Afghanistan, 
out of harm•s way. There he was succeeded by his henchman Sebüktegin, 
who still had the formal status of a Samanid governor.

It was Sebüktegin•s son Ma	¤m�Ìd (reigned 388…421/998…1030) whose 
reign saw the apogee of Ghaznawid power. His empire eventually stretched 
from western Persia to Khw�—razm in the north, and to the borderlands of 
India: for many years he mounted regular winter expeditions into India. 
The main practical result was enormous plunder in bullion and slaves, but 
since the Indians were heathen, religious credit also accrued to Ma	¤m�Ìd•s 
name, though little attempt was made at this stage to convert the Indians to 
Islam. The lengthy process of conversion which has made the Indian sub-
continent one of the world•s major concentrations of Muslims began rather 
later. But at least no one could doubt Ma	¤m�Ìd•s Muslim credentials; and 
since he was a fervent Sunn� ̄in an age of Sh�¯�•�¯ successes, he became some-
thing of a favourite with the caliphs in Baghdad.

The administration of Ma	¤m�Ìd•s empire was based on that of the Sama-
nids. Although the Ghaznawids were of Turkish origin, there seems to have 
been little that was identifiably Turkish about the way in which their empire 
was run, or indeed about the culture they patronized. We should, how-
ever, remember that our sources were written by Persian contemporaries, 
who might have been unlikely to lay much stress on the non-Persian (and 
ultimately non-Islamic) elements that may have been present. It was under 
Ma	¤m�Ìd that Firdaws� ̄wrote the Sh�—h-n�—ma, which epitomized the •Per-
sianŽ character of the Persian tradition (even in Ghazna, on the borders of 
India) … though the story goes that Ma	¤m�Ìd was a grudging patron. The 
Ghaznawid period also saw the writing of one of the finest of all Persian 
historical works, whether considered from a scholarly or a literary point of 
view: the Ta�ŕ�k̄h of Bayhaq�.̄ Only a small part of this great chronicle, on 
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the history of the reign of Mas�•�Ìd (421…32/1030…41), has survived (hence it 
is known as the Ta�ŕ�k̄h-i Mas�µ�Ìd�)̄: we would give much to have Bayhaq�•̄s 
account of the empire at its height under Ma	¤m�Ìd. But even as it is, to read 
Bayhaq� ̄is to gain a direct insight into the day-to-day workings of a medi-
eval Persian state that is hard to parallel.

The imperial phase of Ghaznawid history was short. Mas�•�Ìd had to face 
the problem of the advance of the Salj�Ìqs into Persia: he failed to cope sat-
isfactorily, and the Ghaznawids• defeat at the Salj�Ìqs• hands at Dand�—nq�—n 
in 431/1040 marked the end of their rule in Khur�—s�—n. They managed, 
however, to retain their original territories in eastern Afghanistan and their 
conquests in northern India. In India they held on until as late as 582/1186, 
when they were displaced by the Ghurids, whose homeland in the inacces-
sible mountains of central Afghanistan had proved beyond the power even 
of Ma	¤m�Ìd of Ghazna to bring to submission.

In western Persia and Iraq the major power contemporary with the 
Ghaznawids was the Buyid dynasty, which was to prove the last significant 
Persian dynasty of Persian ethnic origins and background until the Zands in 
the eighteenth century. They came from Daylam, in the Alborz mountains 
to the south-west of the Caspian Sea. Between 322/934 and 334/945 the 
three Buyid brothers established themselves in Sh�r̄�—z, Rayy and Baghdad. 
At its height in the later tenth century the Buyid empire included Iraq, 
central, northern and western Persia, Kirm�—n in eastern Persia, and even 
�•Um�—n, across the Persian Gulf. Sh�r̄�—z was the capital. After the death of 
the supreme Buyid ruler �•A	Œud al-Dawla in 372/983, succession struggles 
ensued, outlying territories began to fall away, and the empire was never the 
same again. In the end, like the Ghaznawids, the Buyids had to yield to the 
Salj�Ìqs. They lost control of Baghdad in 447/1055 and of Sh�r̄�—z in 454/1062.

The Caspian provinces had proved resistant to Islam: at the time when 
the Buyids advanced into Iraq and on to the Persian plateau, the Daylamites 
were still quite recent converts. They had been converted by missionaries 
of the Zayd� ̄sect, a variety of Sh�¯�•ism. Consequently the Buyid occupation 
of Baghdad apparently resulted in the curious spectacle of political power 
in the capital of the Sunn� ̄caliphate … if by this date it is legitimate to speak 
of Sunnism as a defined position … being in the hands of Sh�¯�•�¯s. While the 
Buyid rulers tended to treat the caliphs in a somewhat cavalier fashion, they 
made no move to suppress the �•Abbasid caliphate, as they presumably had 
the political power to do had they so wished. Indeed, they continued to 
allow the khu��ba (the sermon at Friday prayer) to be said in the name of the 
caliph, and his name also … with Buyid permission … appeared on the coin-
age. Both of these were regarded as essential indicators of whose authority 
was acknowledged in the state.
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No doubt the Buyids were inf luenced by the fact that whatever their 
own religious convictions may have been … a matter requiring much 
clarification … most of their subjects were not Sh�¯�•�¯s. Perhaps more impor-
tant, the Buyid army consisted of two fairly clearly defined components: the 
Daylamites themselves, tribal forces of infantry and presumably Sh�¯�•�¯; and 
the cavalry arm, Turkish in origin and likely to lean in the Sunn� ̄direction. 
There was a good deal of dissension between these two groups, and it may 
well have seemed that to abolish the �•Abbasid caliphate would serve only 
to exacerbate the situation further. In any case, a caliphate that was under 
close political control was possibly safer than no caliphate at all, or than the 
alternative available after 358/969: submission to the Sh�¯�•�¯ Fatimid caliphate 
in distant Egypt.

As might be expected from mention of the Caspian provinces• resistance 
to Islamization, the old pre-Islamic Persian traditions were unusually strong 
in that part of the country. Mard�—w�j̄, a prince of G�l̄�—n who was the three 
Buyid brothers• patron (and with whom they later quarrelled) had celebrated 
the Nawr�Ìz festival, had had himself seated on a golden throne, and had 
worn a crown of the Sasanian type. Once the Buyids were established in 
power, the •PersianŽ element in their kingship came to the fore. In 351/962 
Rukn al-Dawla issued a commemorative medal which showed him crowned 
and had on it a Pahlav� ̄inscription, that is one written in both the language 
and the script of Sasanian times. This read: •May the glory of the sh�—hansh�—h 
[king of kings] increaseŽ. By 369/980 a complete Sasanian genealogy had 
been fabricated for the Buyid family, and �•A	Œud al-Dawla was calling him-
self sh�—hansh�—h on his coins. Although the Buyids were some kind of Mus-
lim, and although �•A	Œud al-Dawla was invested as ruler by the �•Abbasid 
caliph in 366/977, the Buyid period marks the most sustained attempt to 
set up a kingship in Persia that had direct and overt continuity with the 
Sasanian tradition.

It was also the last for a very long time. We do not see a similar archaiz-
ing tendency in any later Persian dynasty until the reign of Fat	¤ �•Al� ̄Sh�—h 
Q�—j�—r at the beginning of the nineteenth century and, to a much more 
pronounced degree, during the period of Pahlavi rule in the twentieth 
century. By that time thirteen hundred years of Islam meant that to hark 
back nostalgically to a pre-Islamic past (with the implication that that past 
was in some sense superior to Islam) was extremely hazardous. The Buyids• 
immediate successors, the Salj�Ìqs, certainly presided over a Persia whose 
dominant culture was Persian rather than Turkish or Arabic. But the Salj�Ìqs 
did not see themselves primarily as Persian sh�—hansh�—hs, although some of 
them included that title on their coins. They were granted by the caliph 
the title of sul���—n, an Arabic word originally meaning •powerŽ. Beyond any 
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question, they were Islamic sovereigns first and foremost. Nevertheless, the 
Sasanian legacy … whether in language, culture, political thought or forms of 
administration … had remained in some sense alive and potent for four hun-
dred years. It was to form a permanent part of the amalgam of inf luences 
which came together to form medieval and modern Persia.

Note

1 Kay K�—�Ž�Ìs b. Iskandar, Q�—b�Ìs-n�—ma, ed. R. Levy, London 1951, 125.



The arrival of the Salj�Ìq Turks marks a new era in Persian history. There had 
been Turks in the Islamic world before the eleventh century … the caliph•s 
maml�Ìks in Baghdad, such dynasties as the Ghaznawids … but these were 
all, in origin, slaves who had been recruited as individuals. In so far as they 
had held power, they had acquired it by taking over a going concern from 
the inside. The Salj�Ìqs were different. They conquered Persia, and other 
lands, from the borders of the D�—r al-Isl�—m; they were still nomads, and 
they were still organized tribally. Their conquest marked the beginning of 
Persia•s period of Turkish rule, a period which lasted until the early sixteenth 
century and even, in some sense, until 1925.

The origins of the Salj �Ìqs

The Salj�Ìqs were a tribe of Ghuzz or Oghuz Turks, named after their leader, 
Salj�Ìq (or, in a more Turkish spelling, Seljük). We first hear of them in the 
second half of the tenth century, when they were living on the lower reaches 
of the River Jaxartes in Central Asia, at the edge of the D�—r al-Isl�—m proper. 
At that time they were converted to Islam, apparently as a result of mis-
sionary work on the part of travelling ���Ìf�s̄. Such ���Ìf�s̄ professed a personal 
and emotional mystical faith. At this stage they had only loose associations, 
though the Salj�Ìq period saw the foundation of convents for them, and also 
of orders or systems of organization (��ar�q̄a, •wayŽ). Each of these had its 
own form of instruction, initiation and ritual, and each its hierarchy of 
teachers. Early Salj�Ìq Islam was probably, then, of a popular kind likely 

3
TURKISH RULE IN PERSIA

The great Salj�Ìq sultanate at its height 
(431…485/1040…1092)
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to be viewed with suspicion by the orthodox Sunn� ̄ �µulam�—�́. It may have 
included elements that were closer to the traditional beliefs of the Central 
Asian steppe than to •officialŽ Islam; though it is noticeable that when the 
Salj�Ìqs had established themselves in Persia and Iraq, the Islam they sup-
ported was of a very orthodox Sunn� ̄type.

Around the end of the tenth century, the Salj�Ìqs gained a foothold in the 
Islamic lands. They were hired as mercenaries, first by the Samanids and 
then by the Qara-Khanids, the Turkish dynasty which had established itself 
in the former Samanid territories in Transoxania. The Salj�Ìqs settled in that 
area, the land between the Oxus and Jaxartes rivers. In 416/1025 Ma	¤m�Ìd 
of Ghazna, who also hoped to find them useful, installed some of them in 
Khur�—s�—n, to the south-west of their earlier home. But this group behaved 
in a disorderly fashion and was driven out.

The Ghaznawids, as we have seen, ran into difficulties after the death 
of Ma	¤m�Ìd in 421/1030, and during the ensuing disorders the Salj�Ìqs as a 
whole were able, in 426/1035, to move into Khur�—s�—n, led by two broth-
ers, Toghril Beg and Chaghri Beg. It would seem that Salj�Ìq rule did not 
strike the population of Khur�—s�—n as less acceptable than that of the Ghazna-
wids. At any rate, the province speedily submitted. N�s̄h�—p�Ìr was taken in 
428/1037, and later became the first of the Salj�Ìq capitals. Open warfare 
with the Ghaznawids culminated in the battle of Dand�—nq�—n in 431/1040, at 
which the forces of Mas�•�Ìd of Ghazna were routed. The Ghaznawids with-
drew to their Afghan lands and, ultimately, to India. The Salj�Ìqs were the 
new masters of Khur�—s�—n.

Toghril Beg: the establishment of the Salj �Ìq empire

The two Salj�Ìq brothers ruled together till the death of Chaghri Beg in 
452/1060. This was in accordance with the Turkish conception of the nature 
of political sovereignty which they had brought with them from Central 
Asia. The Turks and Mongols of the steppe, organized as they were as 
nomadic tribes, saw sovereignty as the possession more of the ruling family 
as a whole than of any one individual member of that family. Hence, while 
the overall supremacy of Toghril was accepted, it was equally perfectly reg-
ular that when he headed to the west in order to extend Salj�Ìq rule further 
into the D�—r al-Isl�—m, Chaghri should remain as ruler in Khur�—s�—n. The 
division of power between the various members of the ruling family was 
later to be a cause of strife, but this initial arrangement between the brothers 
appears to have been amicable enough.

After the expulsion of the Ghaznawids from Khur�—s�—n, the Buyids in 
western Persia and Iraq were the major enemy. They were soon eliminated, 
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though they survived in some areas for a few more years as subject rulers 
to the Salj�Ìqs. Toghril entered Baghdad in 447/1055, and the capital of the 
caliphate was at last restored to demonstrably Sunn� ̄rule.

So far as the �•Abbasid caliphs were concerned the change of secular ruler 
was distinctly for the better, though this did not mean that relations between 
them and the Salj�Ìqs were always free of tensions and disagreements … even, 
at times, breaches in relations. The caliph al-Q�—�Žim conferred on Toghril the 
title of sul���—n. There was, and is, much discussion as to quite what was meant 
by this. An older generation of scholars, accustomed to concepts deriving 
from European history, liked to suppose that Toghril had become emperor 
to the caliph•s pope: that we see here a clear division between the spiri-
tual and the secular power. More recent scholars have emphasized that the 
church/state distinction did not exist in medieval Islam, and moreover that 
the caliph, though certainly recognized as head of the Islamic community, 
had few of the powers of the pope: for example, he had no authority (at least 
in this period) in the matter of defining doctrine.

Muslim thinkers at the time, too, were aware of the difficulty. The lead-
ing intellectual of the day, al-Ghaz�—l�,̄ carefully formulated a theory that 
would accommodate the institution of the sultanate acceptably within the 
boundaries of Islamic thought. His approach was to argue that the sultan-
ate was not separate from the caliphate, or imamate: it should be seen, he 
contended, as a part of the imamate. Thus the risk of positing an illegiti-
mate division between spiritual and secular government and authority was, 
though possibly only notionally, avoided.

This was fair enough as far as it went, but it did, perhaps, come perilously 
close to envisaging the sultanate almost as a medieval papal propagandist 
might have wished to see the position of the Holy Roman Emperor: as the 
secular arm of the caliphate. Whatever the theory might say, and whatever 
the situation may have been in the early days of the caliphate, historians do 
seem to be to some extent arguing against the political realities if they deny 
that there was, in practice, a distinction of function in this period between 
caliph and sul	ì�—n: a distinction which, at least up to a point, looks suspi-
ciously like one between the ecclesiastical and the secular spheres.

It is also perhaps worth remarking that Islamic historians, in their wholly 
justifiable enthusiasm for discouraging misleading parallels between Islamic 
society and medieval Europe, have sometimes tended to exaggerate the extent 
to which medieval Christians drew a church/state distinction that was as sharp 
as in later centuries. In the central Middle Ages (to use, again, a European term 
of limited usefulness for the Islamic world), the relative positions of •churchŽ 
and •stateŽ in the two societies, though not identical, were more like each 
other than the experts on either side sometimes appear to imply.
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By around 451/1059 Salj�Ìq rule was established, reasonably securely, 
throughout Persia and Iraq, as far as the frontiers of Syria and of the Byz-
antine Empire in Anatolia. Toghril•s capital was at Rayy, a few miles from 
modern Tehran (the capital was later transferred to I	âfah�—n). Chaghri Beg•s 
death in 452/1060 had left his brother as sole ruler, and when Toghril him-
self died in 455/1063, he could legitimately have claimed to have founded 
an empire. It was a remarkable feat for the chieftain of a tribe of Turkish 
nomads to have achieved in less than thirty years.

The consolidation of the Salj �Ìq empire 
(455–485/1063–1092)

Toghril Beg left no sons. He was therefore succeeded by his nephew, Cha-
ghri Beg•s eldest son, Alp Arslan. This was not allowed to pass without 
opposition from other members of the family and their supporters, but Alp 
Arslan was the most experienced of the contenders; and, like his father, he 
had a formidable power base in Khur�—s�—n.

Alp Arslan•s reign was one in which the newly established Salj�Ìq empire 
was stabilized. Even at this quite early stage, it had become apparent that 
to base the state on the military support of the Ghuzz tribesmen who had 
originally brought Toghril Beg to power was potentially hazardous. They 
were certainly highly efficient cavalrymen but they did not, except in war-
time, take kindly to discipline; and they were not in the least inclined to 
submit to the central government of an Islamic sultanate.

The tradition of the steppe was quite different. According to this, a tribal 
kh�—n would be freely elected, or acknowledged, by his tribe; and if he were 
to secure acceptance, he would need to be a member of an appropriately 
noble family. Which member of such a family would be accepted as kh�—n 
would often depend on the tribe•s judgement of who was most suitable. A 
prospective kh�—n•s suitability might well be determined by his efficiency in 
wiping out or otherwise neutralizing the other contenders. Once accepted, 
he could expect to be obeyed in war, but in peacetime, while he would 
occupy a position of honour, his interference in the affairs of his tribesmen 
would not be welcomed.

Such a system of extremely limited government worked well enough in 
the nomadic environment of the steppe, but it could hardly be appropri-
ate to the very different demands of a sultanate which purported to rule 
the largely settled and heavily urbanized lands of Persia and Iraq. In these 
circumstances the state required a military force on which it could perma-
nently rely. Alp Arslan therefore created a standing army, much of which 
was made up of slave (maml�Ìk, ghul�—m) troops, also of Turkish origin, after 



32 Turkish rule in Persia

what had become the normal pattern in the central Islamic lands. This army 
was probably about 10,000…15,000 strong.

Such numbers may not seem very large, but it has to be remembered that 
a standing army, unlike a tribal levy, had to be paid, and paid all the time. 
For a Central Asian nomad, warfare was simply an aspect of normal life to 
which the techniques used in hunting were adapted, with little change. A 
steppe nomad would hope for plunder from battle, but he would not expect 
a salary; and even after the Salj�Ìqs had established their standing army, the 
tribal levy could still be called on for an individual campaign if greater 
numbers of troops were needed.

It was not only in military affairs that the Salj�Ìqs speedily found that 
what had served them adequately in a different environment would not 
suffice when they had become the rulers of a great settled state. They dis-
covered that they could not do without the services of the existing Persian 
bureaucracy. Toghril Beg•s administration had been headed by a Persian 
waz�r̄ (chief minister), al-Kundur�.̄ He had had the misfortune to back one 
of the unsuccessful candidates for the throne after the death of Toghril in 
455/1063, and his fall from power duly followed. His successor, perhaps 
the major figure in Persian history in the whole of this period, was Ni
��—m 
al-Mulk, who remained waz�r̄ until almost the end of the reign of Alp 
Arslan•s son, Maliksh�—h. During Ni
��—m al-Mulk•s time in office an admin-
istrative framework was set up on Persian lines (see Chapter 4). This was of 
lasting importance, for in its essentials Persian government for many cen-
turies followed the pattern established before and during the Salj�Ìq period.

Fortunately for the historian, much may be learned about Ni
��—m 
al-Mulk•s approach to government from a treatise of his that has survived: 
the Siy�—sat-n�—ma, the •Book of GovernmentŽ. This work has much in com-
mon with a notable genre of Islamic, and particularly Persian, political writ-
ing known as •Mirrors for PrincesŽ. It consists of advice to the ruler about 
how the government was, and should be, run, with a strong ethical emphasis 
on the necessity of justice and right religion in the ruler. The advice is illus-
trated by appropriate anecdotes from the Islamic and, in the case of Persia, 
the pre-Islamic past. Certain heroes who are remembered as paragons of 
good and just government make numerous appearances in these anecdotes. 
From the Islamic period, Ma	¤m�Ìd of Ghazna is especially prominent as, for 
the pre-Islamic period, is the great Sasanian sh�—h Khusraw Anushirvan.

As illustrations of Ni
��—m al-Mulk•s points, the anecdotes serve admi-
rably: this, after all, was their intended purpose. The difficulty arises over 
whether or not it is possible to use them as historical evidence, not for the 
Salj�Ìq period but for the periods to which the stories refer. The temptation, 
for example, to give some credence to Ni
��—m al-Mulk•s account of Mazdak 
and his subversive heresy is a strong one, for we are given a good deal of 
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fascinating detail, and sources actually deriving from the Sasanian period are 
very scant. Nevertheless, while some of the material may well be accurate, 
it is impossible to tell what, or how much. What we can say … and this is 
in itself of some interest … is that we have in the Siy�—sat-n�—ma, among other 
things, an impression of what was known and believed about the past in edu-
cated Persian circles at the end of the eleventh century. A further point which 
the Siy�—sat-n�—ma•s anecdotes serve to emphasize is the extent to which the 
approach to government typified by Ni
��—m al-Mulk and the Persian bureau-
cracy of his day was inf luenced not only by Islamic models, but also by what 
were thought to have been the administrative traditions of pre-Islamic Persia.

Alp Arslan•s reign did not see any considerable further expansion of the 
territory under Salj�Ìq control. The most notable military event occurred near 
the end of the reign, as the result of the unruly behaviour of the Ghuzz 
tribesmen. Groups of them, unwilling to submit to the authority of the 
central Salj�Ìq government, had kept going in a westerly direction, beyond 
the sul	ì�—n•s jurisdiction. They had ultimately arrived on the eastern Anatolian 
borders of the Byzantine Empire, where they proceeded to raid and plunder 
in the traditional nomad way. To permit this to continue in an uncontrolled 
fashion was unacceptable to Alp Arslan, and he therefore marched west, in 
an attempt to bring an end to this manifestation of frontier private enterprise.

The result was unexpected, and quite unintended by the sul	ì�—n. The Byz-
antine Emperor Romanus Diogenes chose to march east with his own forces 
into eastern Anatolia. In Alp Arslan•s view this was a breach of truce, and 
he therefore proceeded north from Syria to meet the Byzantine threat. The 
two armies met, in 463/1071, at Manzikert. The Byzantines were soundly 
defeated, and Romanus Diogenes himself was captured. Although the Byz-
antine Empire survived in various forms for nearly another four centuries, it 
was never again able to put so formidable an army into the field.

This was because of what happened in the aftermath of the battle. Byz-
antine control of eastern and central Anatolia lapsed, the Ghuzz tribesmen 
poured across the frontier, and there they stayed. The area they occupied 
had been one of the Byzantine Empire•s chief sources of revenue, and also 
its principal military recruiting ground. At the end of the century the Byz-
antines were able, as a result of the First Crusade, to regain possession of 
western Anatolia and the coastal strips. But the centre was lost for ever. In 
due course a new Turkish state, the Seljük sultanate of R�Ìm (i.e. •RomeŽ) 
was formed in Anatolia, to be followed after many vicissitudes by the Otto-
man Empire. •TurkeyŽ was a consequence of the battle of Manzikert, even 
though nothing had been further from Alp Arslan•s intentions than to attack 
the Byzantines or to occupy any of their territory.

Alp Arslan died in 465/1072. His son, Maliksh�—h, made good his claim 
to the throne, but as before the succession was not undisputed. This time 
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the main rival was Maliksh�—h•s uncle, Qavord, who in accordance with the 
Turkish principle of family sovereignty had been made semi-independent 
ruler of Kirm�—n, in the south-east of Persia. His claim was based on the 
contention that as Alp Arslan•s brother he was the senior member of the 
family, and should therefore take precedence over the late sul	ì�—n•s son. He 
resorted to arms, and was defeated and executed. Maliksh�—h•s position was 
assured, and his reign was characterized by an imperial unity that was never 
subsequently to be seen in Salj�Ìq times.

There was some expansion of Salj�Ìq territory during the reign: Maliksh�—h 
made his mark in northern and central Syria, where (again conforming 
to the notion of family sovereignty) a subject kingdom was set up by his 
brother Tutush. Ni
��—m al-Mulk remained at the head of the bureaucracy 
throughout the reign. Attempts were made by jealous rivals to unseat him, 
but he successfully (though not always easily) fought them off, and he seems 
to have retained Maliksh�—h•s confidence almost to the end.

Ni 
��—m al-Mulk owed the security of his position in part to the extent to 
which he installed his own sons in responsible posts. There was no civil ser-
vice •esprit de corpsŽ in medieval Persia. The way to the top was often that 
of discrediting … and bringing about the fall of … the current waz�r̄. Only by 
retaining the support of the ruler and by installing as many reliable people 
as possible at the lower levels could a waz�r̄ hope to remain in office. It is 
not naive, however, to say that one way of keeping in the good graces of the 
ruler was, in fact, to be an efficient administrator, since efficiency made for 
stability and high receipts from taxation. Ni
��—m al-Mulk seems to have been 
efficient, and he was probably honest enough according to his lights and by 
the standards expected of the powerful in his day.

In 485/1092 Ni
��—m al-Mulk was, literally, assassinated: that is, he was 
murdered by a member of the Niz�—r� ̄Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄sect, otherwise known, at least 
in Europe, as the Assassins. They had become firmly established in Persia 
only two years before, in 483/1090, and their history therefore belongs in a 
later chapter. Ni
��—m al-Mulk was one of their first and most illustrious vic-
tims, but he was very far from the last. Maliksh�—h himself died in the same 
year, not long after his great minister. His death marked the end of stability 
in the Salj�Ìq empire, and the beginning of a gradual decline.

The impact of the Salj �Ìq conquest of Persia

It is important to remember that the Salj�Ìqs came to Persia not as barbarian 
destroyers, but as quite long-standing converts to Islam who were familiar 
with … and to an extent sympathetic to … Islamic civilization and urban 
life. Their arrival had more the character of a tribal migration than of an 
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outright invasion and conquest: it has been said that they acquired a vast 
empire •almost by chanceŽ.1 There is no reason to doubt that their incur-
sion involved some destruction and dislocation, at least temporarily; but this 
seems to have been comparatively incidental, and was probably no greater 
than that caused earlier by the depredations of the Ghaznawid armies. In all 
this the Salj�Ìqs were very different, as we shall see in a later chapter, from 
the Mongol conquerors of the thirteenth century.

This was inevitably linked to the numbers involved in the migration. 
They seem to have been fairly small. We should be thinking in terms of tens 
rather than hundreds of thousands. Alp Arslan•s standing army of 10,000…
15,000 was not untypical. Contemporary and later chroniclers normally 
put tribal hordes of the period in the bracket 700…10,000. Such numbers of 
Turks, bearing in mind the very large area involved, are perhaps unlikely to 
have done an excessive amount of damage.

The most important long-term effect of the Salj�Ìq conquest was probably 
the change it initiated in the balance of the population of Persia. This had 
both ethnic and economic aspects. A large proportion of Persia•s present-day 
population is composed of Turks, i.e. those whose first language is some 
form of Turkish and whose ethnic origins are perhaps also Turkish. The 
question therefore arises: did the ancestors of these Turks come to Persia in 
the Salj�Ìq period?

Scholars who have studied the problem have come to widely different 
conclusions, but as far as it is possible to judge, it would seem that while the 
Salj�Ìq period certainly saw the beginnings of the significant Turkicization 
of Persia, the bulk of the Turks first arrived in later centuries. Nevertheless 
there were major Turkish movements into, for example, Gurg�—n and Marv 
in the north-east and �–
�arb�—yj�—n and upper Mesopotamia in the north-
west; and lesser settlements were established elsewhere. It would appear that 
the Ghuzz tribes tended not to establish themselves very extensively where 
there was already a significant tribal or semi-nomadic population, as in F�—rs, 
Lurist�—n and Kurdist�—n.

As we have seen, many of the Ghuzz took ill to the new Salj�Ìq polity, 
and kept going to the west, to Syria as well as to Anatolia. But while this 
may have been in some ways a considerable relief to the central govern-
ment, the difficulties did not go away. For the Ghuzz hordes were continu-
ally augmented, throughout the Salj�Ìq period, by further immigration from 
Central Asia into the eastern parts of the empire, especially the province of 
Khur�—s�—n. There, in the twelfth century, they presented Sanjar, the last of 
the Great Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—ns in Persia, with his most serious problem.

A further factor of great importance was that the newcomers were not 
only Turks: they were nomads. It is clear, then, that there was at least a 
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limited shift of the balance of the population, not only ethnically but also 
away from the settled and towards the nomadic sector. It does not, however, 
seem that this necessarily resulted in a reduction in the amount of land 
cultivated, as certainly happened as a result of the Mongol invasions. There 
is good reason for supposing that, for the most part, the nomads probably 
occupied land that had previously been unexploited. Indeed, it would even 
be reasonable to suggest that the new nomadic settlements were beneficial 
to the country, in that they played an important part in the economy as a 
whole through their provision of meat and milk products, wool, and skins 
to the towns.

Overall, then, a verdict on, at any rate, the first half-century of the Salj�Ìq 
period is likely to be a fairly positive one. The Salj�Ìqs were not, by the 
standards of the region, destructive conquerors. The ethnic changes that 
occurred were not on an excessive scale. Economically the rule of the Salj�Ìqs 
was probably, on balance, of advantage to the country. Administratively 
their achievement, or the achievement of the Persians they employed, was 
creative and lasting.

Note

1 A.K.S. Lambton, •IRAN v. … HistoryŽ, Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn, vol. 4, 25.



Divisions of the empire

The Salj�Ìq empire may be divided into those areas that were adminis-
tered directly by the sul	ì�—n and those that were governed indirectly. Direct 
administration of cities and agricultural land was perhaps something that 
did not come altogether naturally to the Salj�Ìqs, with their Central Asian 
nomadic background. Such areas as were ruled directly tended, for obvious 
reasons of administrative convenience, to be concentrated near the various 
Salj�Ìq capitals. The first capital was N�s̄h�—p�Ìr, in the east. As Toghril Beg•s 
forces proceeded westwards, N�s̄h�—p�Ìr was replaced by Rayy, to the south of 
modern Tehran. Later the main governmental centre was at I	âfah�—n, though 
during Sanjar•s long reign in the twelfth century he made Marv, in the far 
east of Khur�—s�—n, his capital.

The greater part of the empire was governed indirectly. In the early years 
of Salj�Ìq rule many of these areas were allowed to remain in the hands of 
the local families which had ruled them before the arrival of Toghril Beg. 
Such dynasties included a number in the region of the Caspian Sea, though 
it is possible that this was a matter of making a virtue out of necessity. The 
Caspian provinces had been, since before the rise of Islam, by far the most 
difficult area of Persia for the central government to bring under effective 
control. Even the Mongols, not a people to tolerate unnecessarily manifesta-
tions of local independence, did not succeed in conquering G�l̄�—n until near 
the end of the Ilkhanate. The terrain, with its hot, damp, impenetrable forests 
and high, inaccessible mountains, was a forbidding proposition to any invad-
ing army. Other areas administered indirectly included Arab lands in Iraq 
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and, for a time, territories under the control of members of the Buyid family 
whose rule over Persia and Iraq had been terminated by the Salj�Ìq invasion.

This was the situation while Salj�Ìq central power was at its strongest, 
until the deaths of Maliksh�—h and Ni
��—m al-Mulk. Thereafter, much land 
that had previously been ruled by local families was handed out as assign-
ments, iq���—�µs … an institution of great importance, to be discussed later … to 
powerful Turkish am�r̄s. Such assignments were not at that point by any 
means an innovation, but after 485/1092 they, and their allocation and real-
location, became decreasingly subject to the real authority of the central 
government.

The third kind of indirectly administered land was that occupied and 
governed by tribes, which were allowed a considerable degree of internal 
autonomy. These were to be found especially in Gurg�—n, in the north-east, 
in �–
�arb�—yj�—n, in the north-west, in Kh�Ìzist�—n, in the south, and in Iraq. 
These, too, became a source of political fragmentation when the control 
exercised by the central Salj�Ìq government became weaker.

The central administration

The steppe tradition which the Salj�Ìqs brought with them to Persia found its 
chief expression in one of the two halves of the administrative machine: the 
Darg�—h, the court. Although the Salj�Ìq empire, as we have seen, possessed a 
series of fixed capitals, the court itself was essentially itinerant. It might be 
possible to argue that this is evidence that the old nomadic way of life still 
had its appeal, even at the level of the court. It should, however, be pointed 
out that many monarchs in western Europe who were contemporary with 
the Salj�Ìqs … Henry II of England, for example … lived a life that was no less 
itinerant than that of their Turkish counterparts; and no one has yet accused 
the Angevins of harking back to nomadic origins.

The fact of the matter is that a great royal court was an expensive insti-
tution, and in European conditions the costs of its maintenance, given the 
limits imposed on communications by medieval conditions, had to be spread 
more or less evenly about the king•s possessions. It was no less important that 
the ruler should appear personally in the various parts of his dominions, if 
he were to maintain any degree of real control over his kingdom and ensure 
that the more powerful of his subjects were kept in check: in Persia this 
seems to have been the principal reason for the court•s itinerancy.

The Darg�—h was military in character. The sul	ì�—n was still, in the last 
analysis, a commander-in-chief before he was anything else. He might have 
acquired legitimacy in Islamic terms through his acceptance as the �•Abbasid 
caliph•s •secular armŽ, but this legitimacy would avail him little if he were 
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to be overthrown by some new invader. The maintenance of Salj�Ìq power 
depended above all else on the retention of their military supremacy over all 
rivals: they had come to power as the result of military conquest, and their 
rule could be brought to an end by the same means.

It was not only the itinerancy of the court that made it an effective 
check on the power of local potentates. The Darg�—h•s permanent population 
included not only the military establishment, the great am�r̄s of the Salj�Ìq 
world, but also members of the families of the semi-autonomous rulers, 
kept honourably, but nevertheless kept, as hostages against good behaviour 
in the regions that were less under the immediate eye of the sul	ì�—n and his 
administration.

The Darg�—h acted too as a court in the judicial sense. The sul	ì�—n was the 
ultimate judge short of God, and the Darg�—h the final court of appeal. The 
subject had the right of audience with the sul	ì�—n, whether or not he was able 
in practice to exercise that right. Ni
��—m al-Mulk portrays this as deriving 
from Islamic and pre-Islamic practice, though there may have been in it a 
residual element of the custom of the steppe; for a tribal kh�—n, as we have 
seen, was expected to rule more by consultation, except in conditions of 
war, than as an autocrat in the Persian tradition. The law according to which 
the sul	ì�—n gave his judgements was not the shar�¯�µa, the law of Islam, which 
was available in the courts of the q�—�²�¯s, but �µurf, customary law. His court 
was known as a ma�2�—lim (court for the redress of grievances) rather than a 
shar�µ�¯ court.

The other half of the central administration was the D�w̄�—n, which was 
staffed by members of the Persian bureaucracy. Parts of this were sometimes 
stationary, remaining in the capital rather than following the sul	ì�—n about 
the empire. Its most important function by far was the collection of taxes.

The head of the D�w̄�—n, and thus the official who was ultimately respon-
sible for the collection of the state•s revenue, was the waz�r̄. Hence he occu-
pied a position which might be characterized as that of •Prime Minister and 
First Lord of the TreasuryŽ. His attendance on the sul	ì�—n was expected, and 
he therefore usually travelled with the court. The power vested in the wazi-
rate varied a good deal according to conditions prevailing at any particular 
time, and also depended to a considerable extent on the personality of, and 
the inf luence exerted by, the individual holder of the office. Ni
��—m al-Mulk, 
who was waz�r̄ throughout the reigns of Alp Arslan and Maliksh�—h, was 
enormously powerful, and was effectively in charge of the whole administra-
tion of the empire. He even maintained his own private military force.

But Ni
��—m al-Mulk was exceptional. As the strength of the central 
government gradually drained away, so did the power of the waz�r̄. No 
waz�r̄ after Ni
��—m al-Mulk was as inf luential as he had been, even though 
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members of his family continued to hold high office for many years after his 
death. Once Maliksh�—h and Ni
��—m al-Mulk had passed from the scene, the 
power of the waz�r̄ steadily declined as that of the Turkish am�r̄s increased.

The bureaucracy had four main departments. The D�w̄�—n al-insh�—�́ 
wa� ĺ-��ughr�— was the Chancery, and was headed by the ��ughr�—�́ �̄. The D�w̄�—n 
al-zam�—m wa� ĺ-ist�f̄�—�́ was the accounts department, headed by the mustawf� ̄
al-mam�—lik, the chief mustawf� ̄ of the empire: he had under him, as well 
as the central staff of his department, a mustawf� ̄for each tax district. The 
D�w̄�—n-i ishr�—f-i mam�—lik was the audit department, headed by the mushrif-i 
mam�—lik, with mushrifs operating in each district. The D�w̄�—n-i �µar�², headed 
by the �µ�—ri�², was the military department. In later Salj�Ìq times the �µ�—ri�² was 
usually a Turkish am�r̄ rather than a Persian bureaucrat, an indication of the 
increasing dominance of the military over the government. The department 
kept the records of the grant of iq���—�µs and the military registers, though this 
did not mean that it actually ran the army.

This was the basic pattern of central government in Salj�Ìq times. It owed 
much to what the Salj�Ìqs had inherited from earlier regimes in the east-
ern Islamic world, such as the �•Abbasid caliphate, the Samanids and the 
Ghaznawids … especially the latter, as the details of the Ghaznawid admin-
istrative system to be found in Bayhaq�¯�Žs history show. Under the first three 
Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—ns, the pattern became fixed in a way that proved remarkably 
durable. Despite countless wars, invasions, conquests and changes of dynasty, 
the administrative system which was institutionalized in the time of Ni
��—m 
al-Mulk was broadly, with variations in detail and terminology, the means 
by which Persia was governed until the nineteenth century. Apart from the 
machinery of the central administration, the most important single institu-
tion of Salj�Ìq government, which also had a singularly long life ahead of it, 
was the iq���—�µ. It must therefore be given special attention.

The iq�"���Å

The origins of the institution of iq���—�µ lay far back in Islamic history: this 
was not something that in any sense came with the Salj�Ìqs from the Central 
Asian steppe. But as an instrument of government it gained prominence 
under the Salj�Ìqs�Ž immediate predecessors, the Buyids, and above all during 
the Salj�Ìq period, when it became the most important administrative device 
available to the government. It may be defined, very broadly, as an assign-
ment of land or its revenue; but there were several different types of iq���—�µ 
even in Salj�Ìq times, and the institution continued to evolve after their fall.

In theory, and in the early decades of Salj�Ìq rule in practice as well, all 
iq���—�µs were held at the will of the sul	ì�—n and were revocable at his pleasure. 
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Under no circumstances was an iq���—�µ regarded as a hereditary grant … again 
in theory. But a powerful Turkish am�r̄ who held an iq���—�µ (a muq��a�µ) could 
not, in periods when the authority of the central government was weak, be 
removed except by the threat or the actual use of force.

Later Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—ns were on occasion obliged to resort to desperate expe-
dients in an attempt to control over-mighty muq��a�µs. They would appoint an 
am�r̄ to an iq���—�µ that was already held by another am�r̄: the new grantee would 
be able to gain possession only if he was prepared to evict his predecessor 
by force. Worse, two am�r̄s might be given simultaneous grants of the same 
iq���—�µ: the winner would occupy the iq���—�µ and the sul	ì�—n would at least be rid, 
with luck permanently, of one of two excessively powerful am�r̄s.

This was a period in which the collection of revenue, the payment of sal-
aries and the administration of outlying provinces presented great problems 
to the central government. Resources and trained manpower were limited 
and communications difficult and uncertain. The iq���—�µ proved itself a most 
useful way of coping with some of these governmental handicaps, and its 
use by no means necessarily implied a reduction in the authority of govern-
ment, so long as that government was strong. But built into the system was 
the potential that, as the central government•s power weakened, the abuse 
of the iq���—�µ institution could contribute to the disintegration of the empire.

There seem during the Salj�Ìq period to have been four main types of 
iq���—�µ. There was, first, the grant by the sul	ì�—n of a private estate, a pension 
or an allowance to an individual; secondly, a grant made to a member of 
the Salj�Ìq family for his or her proper maintenance; thirdly, a grant of land 
or the revenue of land to an am�r̄ in lieu of salary or in return for specified 
military service (the •militaryŽ iq���—�µ); fourthly, a grant which was in effect 
equivalent to appointment as a provincial governor (the •administrativeŽ 
iq���—�µ).

Of these the two last were certainly the most significant. It was especially 
the administrative iq���—�µ that enabled the Salj�Ìqs both to solve the problem of 
effectively governing their vast empire and to satisfy the aspirations of their 
powerful am�r̄s. The holder of such a provincial governorship could be left 
to get on with the administration of his iq���—�µ without the central govern-
ment having to involve itself in the difficulties of direct supervision from 
the capital.

The muq��a�µ would expect, and be expected, to profit from his appoint-
ment: he would retain much, if not all, of the taxation receipts for local 
expenses and for his own use. If he showed signs of undue independence 
he would, at least during the first half century of Salj�Ìq rule, be dismissed 
from office. In the twelfth century, as we have seen, this might well be 
easier said than done; and an administrative iq���—�µ could develop into a 
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semi-independent hereditary principality. Khw�—razm, an iq���—�µ which ulti-
mately became, under the descendants of its Salj�Ìq muq��a�µ, the nucleus of the 
empire of the Khw�—razm-sh�—hs, is a conspicuous example of this tendency.

Parallels have often been drawn between the iq���—�µ and western European 
feudalism. The two institutions were at their height in the same period, 
and there do seem at first sight to be strong similarities. The military iq���—�µ 
is the variety that appears to offer the closest parallel. This kind of iq���—�µ, 
like a European fief, was often granted in return for military services to the 
crown. It provided a means whereby the ruler could raise a military force 
of substantial size without the unacceptable expense of maintaining a large 
standing army.

So far the similarities, considered functionally, are real enough. But the 
differences between the iq���—�µ and the fief are probably more striking, and 
remind one that the iq���—�µ was in essence simply a bureaucratic device: it was 
in no sense basic to the whole structure of society. The eastern Islamic world 
was a society whose rulers used the iq���—�µ as a matter of administrative con-
venience or, in periods of weak government, of inconvenience. It is another 
matter entirely to call such a society •feudalŽ.

Feudalism arose in western Europe at a time when central government 
was weak, and it seems to have developed out of the need for protection … a 
protection which a local magnate might be able to provide, even if the king 
was unable to do so. Hence there was a relationship of mutual obligation 
between lord and vassal. The vassal received lands and powerful patronage 
from his lord; in return he contributed his agreed contingent (e.g. of knights 
or men-at-arms) for the lord•s military requirements. He swore fealty to his 
lord, and he could expect that … other things being equal and after appropri-
ate payment … his son would in due course succeed him as holder of his fief.

Little of this was true of the iq���—�µ as an institution. It was utilized, initially, 
by a strong government, not created because of the absence of such a gov-
ernment. There was no element of protection or dependence involved. An 
iq���—�µ, as we have seen, was not granted on the understanding that it should be 
hereditary. There was no relationship of mutual obligation between sul	ì�—n 
and muq��a�µ, and no real oath of fealty on the European pattern. An iq���—�µ was 
simply a grant, made or withdrawn entirely at the will of the sul	ì�—n. This 
was not feudalism: it was a by and large effective means for dealing with 
some of the administrative and financial problems of the Salj�Ìq government. 
Like feudalism, the iq���—�µ could, in certain circumstances, lead to the frag-
mentation of a kingdom into smaller units. But this ought not to blind us to 
its quite different origins, purpose and function in the state.

The precise character of the iq���—�µ varied a good deal in later centuries. 
So did the terminology used. Variations on the iq���—�µ were sometimes called 
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suy�Ìrgh�—l, a word of Mongolian derivation originally meaning •favourŽ or 
•rewardŽ; the most enduring term, lasting into the Q�—j�—r period, was tiy�Ìl. 
The �®lkh�—n Ghazan Kh�—n used the term iq���—�µ for his method of paying his 
troops, but he meant by it something dissimilar from anything that had 
prevailed in the Salj�Ìq period. Nevertheless, whatever changes might occur 
in terminology or exact function, the iq���—�µ, like the structure of the central 
administration, proved to be a lasting legacy of the Salj�Ìqs to the subsequent 
history of government and society in Persia.



The decline of the Salj �Ìq sultanate

The unity of the Great Salj�Ìq empire had always been, at least potentially, a 
precarious thing, for submission to the sul	ì�—n was not easy to hold in tension 
with Turkish notions of the collective family nature of political sovereignty. 
Stability had endured for a full half century during the reigns of three for-
midable sul	ì�—ns: Toghril Beg, Alp Arslan and Maliksh�—h. But it had not been 
an unchallenged stability, and both Alp Arslan and Maliksh�—h had had to 
fight for the throne against other members of the Salj�Ìq family.

Stability died with Maliksh�—h … and, it would perhaps only be just to 
add, with his great minister, Ni
��—m al-Mulk. Salj�Ìq rule lasted for a further 
century in one form or another, and for very much longer still in R�Ìm. But 
the great days were over. Succession struggles followed Maliksh�—h•s death 
in 485/1092 and set the pattern for the future. A degree of central control 
was re-established during the reigns of Berkyaruq (487…98/1094…1105) and 
Mu	¤ammad (498…511/1105…1118), but this was to prove exceptional.

This gloomy picture is true at least for the western half of the empire. 
For many years, however, the eastern half, essentially Persia, was much more 
fortunate. For in 490/1097 the young Salj�Ìq prince Sanjar became gover-
nor of Khur�—s�—n; and there he stayed until his death, sixty years later. After 
511/1118 he was generally recognized as Great Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—n, but he concerned 
himself mainly with the territories under his own immediate control. The 
eastern provinces therefore enjoyed several decades of governmental conti-
nuity which must have been the envy of the more turbulent western regions.

5
THE LATER SALJ�ËQ PERIOD AND 
ITS AFTERMATH

Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄, Qara-Khitais and Khw�—razm-sh�—hs 
(485…617/1092…1220)
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The capital of the Salj�Ìq empire during Sanjar•s reign was at Marv, where 
his tomb survives to this day. His choice of capital is a significant indica-
tion of Salj�Ìq political priorities in the first half of the twelfth century. The 
establishment of the crusader states in Syria and Palestine, and the period of 
their greatest eff lorescence, are contemporary with Sanjar•s rule as gover-
nor of Khur�—s�—n and then Great Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—n. Europeans sometimes like to 
imagine that the crusaders were a serious menace to the Islamic world; and 
perhaps Muslim rulers in Cairo or Damascus would have agreed. But so far 
as Sanjar was concerned, the real danger lay in the east.

Hence the significance of his remaining in Marv, a city that is so far to 
the east that it is not even within the borders of twentieth-century Persia 
at all: it is in Soviet Central Asia. If the Islamic world was not critically 
endangered by the founding of a few small states along the Syrian coastline, 
the eastern frontier with Central Asia was to prove a different matter. The 
Salj�Ìqs had come to power at the head of nomadic Turkish Ghuzz tribes-
men. In some respects, once the tribal leader had become an Islamic sul	ì�—n, 
the Ghuzz, as we saw in Chapter 3, became an embarrassment. But they 
continued to filter in from Central Asia throughout the Salj�Ìq period, and it 
was to meeting the danger to the state they posed that Sanjar devoted much 
of his energy over so many years.

There was no possibility of driving the Ghuzz out. They had to be kept 
in check, and if possible kept happy. Sanjar administered them through an 
official appointed for the purpose, known as the sha�Êna. Until almost the 
end of his life, Sanjar managed to hold the line. But in 548/1153 he was 
himself captured by the Ghuzz, and held prisoner for several years. He was 
ultimately released but died shortly after, in 552/1157. He had no effective 
successors in the east. Salj�Ìq power collapsed, and into the vacuum, in due 
course, stepped the Khw�—razmsh�—hs.

The western half of the Salj�Ìq empire had a much less tolerable fate than 
the eastern half, even though Salj�Ìq rule in the west, at least nominally, long 
outlasted the death of Sanjar. Between 511/1118 and 590/1194 there were no 
fewer than nine Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—ns. The last, Toghril III, was killed in battle with 
the Khw�—razm-sh�—h. Central government had for the most part ceased to be 
effective during these nine reigns.

This had two important results. The first was the increasing importance 
of the institution of the atabegate. An atabeg (Turkish for •father of the 
princeŽ) was a Turkish commander appointed to act as guardian and tutor 
to a young Salj�Ìq prince who had been given a city or province to rule, and 
to exercise political power on his behalf until he was of age. The relation-
ship was often cemented by a marriage between the atabeg and the prince•s 
mother. The atabegate was a sensible enough arrangement when Salj�Ìq 
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power was strong, but it was open to serious abuse when this ceased to be 
so. In the twelfth century, any Salj�Ìq prince who was under the guardian-
ship of an atabeg stood a considerable risk of not in fact succeeding to his 
inheritance. In due course, dynasties of atabegs established themselves. Of 
these the most notable was founded by Zang�,̄ atabeg of Mosul (reigned 
521…41/1127…46), who is remembered especially for his conquest of Edessa 
from the crusaders in 539/1144, which marked the beginning of the Muslim 
counter-attack against the invaders from the west.

The other consequence of the decline of Salj�Ìq control was the 
re-emergence of the �•Abbasid caliphate as a political force. Although the 
caliphate had been maintained in Baghdad … even by the presumably Sh�¯�•�¯ 
Buyids … as an institution necessary for the proper organization of Islamic 
society, the caliphs themselves had not for several centuries exercised much 
real political power, even in Iraq. This now changed. In 547/1152 the caliph 
al-Muqtaf� ̄ expelled the Salj�Ìq officials from Baghdad, indicating that he 
proposed to rule himself, in fact as well as in name. The caliph al-N�—	âir 
(reigned 575…622/1180…1225) in his long reign became the leading local 
•secularŽ ruler in Iraq, and was a major political figure in the Islamic world. 
Under his headship the �•Abbasid caliphate enjoyed a last period of power 
and inf luence: it was destroyed for ever by the Mongols a little over thirty 
years after his death.

The Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄

From the point of view of the �•Abbasid caliphate, the great virtue of the 
Salj�Ìqs, when they arrived in Baghdad in 447/1055, had been that they were 
not only Muslims but also Sunn�s̄. Before their appearance on the scene it 
might well have appeared that Sh�¯�•ism was triumphant in most of the Islamic 
world. The rival Fatimid caliphate, a Sh�¯�•�¯ institution, had been established 
in Egypt since 368/969, and even Iraq was under some kind of Sh�¯�•�¯ govern-
ment while the Buyids were in power. It is true that Ma	¤m�Ìd of Ghazna 
had been fervently Sunn�,̄ but his activities were concerned mainly with the 
eastern fringes of the D�—r al-Isl�—m and beyond.

Indeed, the Salj�Ìqs have often been credited with initiating a •Sunn� ̄
revivalŽ. That there was such a revival in the eleventh century seems clear 
enough, but this is not to say that the Salj�Ìqs were directly and consciously 
responsible for it: apparently the revival had in fact begun before their arrival 
in Baghdad. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the establishment of an 
avowedly Sunn� ̄government, and the enhanced prestige that that brought 
to the �•Abbasid caliphate, provided an environment favourable to the reviv-
al•s continuation and success. Some of the most notable Sunn� ̄intellectuals, 
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above all al-Ghaz�—l�,̄ f lourished under Salj�Ìq rule; and if the Sunn� ̄resur-
gence was to survive and spread, such developments as the encouragement 
of the foundation of madrasas (religious colleges) by Ni
��—m al-Mulk were no 
doubt of importance.

But while the Sh�¯�•�¯ threat had been dealt a severe blow by the success of 
the Salj�Ìqs, it had by no means been eradicated. The Fatimid caliphate still 
existed in Cairo, where it survived until its abolition by the Sunn� ̄Saladin in 
567/1171. Its power gradually became weaker, but a more dangerous variety 
of Sh�¯�•ism was closer at hand from the last decade of the eleventh century.

In 487/1094 a dispute arose in Egypt over the succession to the Fatimid 
caliphate. Of the two candidates of the Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄house, al-Musta�•l� ̄was suc-
cessful and his elder brother Niz�—r defeated. But many of Niz�—r•s partisans 
refused to accept the political fait accompli, and the result was a permanent 
schism. Among the dissenters was 	£asan-i 	áabb�—	¤, who had been acting as 
chief Fatimid agent, or Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄missionary, in Persia.

In 483/1090 he had succeeded, by trickery, in seizing the inaccessible 
castle of Alam�Ìt, in the Alborz mountains south of the Caspian Sea, not far 
from the city of Qazw�n̄. This became the headquarters of the Fatimid cause 
in Persia, and after 487/1094 the nerve-centre of an independent Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄
sect, the Niz�—r�s̄. Niz�—r himself had died in 488/1095. 	£asan-i 	áabb�—	¤ 
claimed to represent him and his successors, no more. Later chiefs of Alam�Ìt 
declared themselves actually to be descended from Niz�—r and hence consti-
tuted themselves as the line of rightful Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄im�—ms, in contradistinction 
to the … as they saw them … usurper Fatimids of Cairo.

The capture of Alam�Ìt foreshadowed the pattern of future Niz�—r� ̄expan-
sion. 	£asan-i 	áabb�—	¤ and his followers normally concentrated their efforts 
on the occupation of castles in remote mountain areas, where they would 
be at least comparatively safe from attack by the forces of Sunnism. Hence 
in Persia, apart from Alam�Ìt and other castles in the Alborz, their other 
main centre was in Q�Ìhist�—n (•land of mountainsŽ) in the east of the coun-
try. They later established a branch in Syria, based also, from the 1130s, in 
mountain castles. A famous head of this branch, Rash�d̄ al-D�n̄ Sin�—n (died 
589/1193), became well known to the crusaders as •the Old Man of the 
MountainŽ (perhaps deriving from the Arabic Shaykh al-jabal).

The Niz�—r� ̄ Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ were not, then, a great territorial power. But the 
challenge they presented to the established Sunn� ̄order in society was out 
of all proportion to their numbers or the area they directly controlled. This 
was in large part the consequence of their idiosyncratic approach to warfare. 
They did not seek to meet their enemy in battle: instead they sent against 
him a single emissary, or a small group, whose aim was solely the destruc-
tion of that enemy. This they accomplished almost always with a dagger.
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It was not easy to design an adequate defence against an adversary who 
showed no interest in slaughtering his opponent•s rank-and-file troops but 
wished only to kill the leader; and whose devotees made no calculation about 
the prospects of escape … indeed, such Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ rarely made any attempt to 
get away, so convinced were they that on execution they would go straight 
to paradise. Such single-minded fanaticism gave rise to stories, especially in 
Europe, that the Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ were persuaded to do their dark deeds through the 
inf luence of the drug hashish: hence their alternative designation, •Assas-
sinsŽ, a word which remains as a legacy of the Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ in several European 
languages, though most scholars doubt the truth of the drug story itself.

In an age in which so much in the political arena depended on the indi-
vidual who headed the state, the Assassins• way of waging war by going 
straight to the top with a dagger could well prove remarkably effective. 
Even when they were not actively so engaged, the threat always remained in 
the minds of Sunn� ̄rulers. This, then, was in fact a form of state-sponsored 
terrorism, though not usually of an indiscriminate character. Attempts were 
indeed made to take Alam�Ìt and to extirpate the Assassins. None succeeded, 
until the Niz�—r�s̄ aroused the antagonism of an enemy against whom even 
they could not hope to stand: the Mongols.

Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄belief is a subject of immense and perhaps almost impenetrable 
complexity. It was held that as well as the apparent, open meaning of Islam 
there was an esoteric interpretation, the b�—��in, which could be known only 
to a few select initiates. Since many of our sources on the Niz�—r�s̄ are the 
work of hostile Sunn� ̄writers, by definition not among the initiated, it is not 
easy to say quite what the b�—��in amounted to. We do know that the Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ 
held to a cyclical view of history very different from the linear view char-
acteristic of orthodox Islam (and indeed of Judaism and Christianity). They 
believed that history was marked by an incessant cycle of im�—ms sent from 
God, beginning with Adam. First there would be a manifest im�—m, whose 
role was open and knowable; then a hidden im�—m; then another manifest 
im�—m; and so on.

Ism�—�•�̄l� ̄doctrine as taught at Alam�Ìt went through some very curious 
vicissitudes. In 559/1164 the then Niz�—r� ̄im�—m announced that the qiy�—ma, 
the Resurrection, had arrived. In practical terms this meant that true 
Muslims … that is, the Niz�—r�s̄ … need no longer observe the constraints of 
Islamic law. For example, they could disregard normal Muslim practice with 
respect to prayer, permitted and forbidden foods and the fast of Rama	Œ�—n. 
Nothing could have been better calculated to arouse the hostility and dis-
gust of respectable Muslims, Sunn� ̄and Sh�¯�•�¯ alike.

Yet in 607/1210, by as total a volte-face as could be imagined, the head 
of the order declared that from henceforth the Niz�—r�s̄ would in fact become 
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Sunn�s̄. It is hardly a matter for surprise that this apparent bid for religious 
acceptability met with a sceptical reception. Many Sunn�s̄ will have recalled 
the doctrine, dear to the Sh�¯�•�¯s, of taqiyya, tactical dissimulation of one•s real 
religious views when it might be dangerous to avow them openly. Wide-
spread suspicion that the Niz�—r�s̄• alleged conversion to Sunnism was no 
more than an example of taqiyya may well have been justified.

As we shall see in a later chapter, the suppression of the Ism�—�•�̄l�s̄ in Per-
sia was the first of the Mongol Hülegü•s commitments when he mounted 
his great expedition in the 1250s. Although the Mongols dealt a fatal blow 
to the Persian Niz�—r�s̄ as a power in Persia and as a menace to society (an 
achievement for which Hülegü was praised by Muslim historians who had 
little other reason to be grateful to him), they were not totally extirpated. 
They continued in existence as a sect until in the nineteenth century their 
leader, the direct descendant of the im�—ms of Alam�Ìt, f led to India, having 
clashed with the Q�—j�—r rulers of Persia. His present-day successor, the Aga 
Khan, is still the revered head of the sect. The Syrian branch survived its 
Persian parent by some years, eventually falling victim, in the 1270s, to the 
Maml�Ìk sul	ì�—n Baybars. He, like Hülegü in Persia, effectively eliminated 
the power of the Niz�—r�s̄, but he retained some Assassins in his service for 
his own purposes.

The Qara-Khitai and the Khw �—razm-sh �—hs

To understand the history of the eastern Islamic world in the decades after 
the death of Sanjar we have to look further east, and go back some years in 
time. In 1125 the Liao Dynasty, the royal family of the Khitan people which 
had ruled Mongolia and north China since 907, was overthrown by the 
Jürchen of Manchuria, who set up a new dynasty in north China, the Chin. 
One Khitan prince, Yeh-lü Ta-shih, refused to submit to the new rulers and 
headed towards Central Asia with his followers. There, taking the title of 
G�Ìr-kh�—n, he established an empire in the territories which today consti-
tute, roughly, the Soviet Central Asian republics and the Chinese Central 
Asian autonomous regions. This is known to history as Qara-Khitai, which 
might be translated as •Black CathayŽ (for the Khitans contributed the word 
•CathayŽ to European languages). Yeh-lü Ta-shih•s dynasty was regarded as 
still Chinese by the Chinese themselves: they gave it the dynastic title Hsi 
Liao, •Western LiaoŽ.

It may well be that the establishment of this strong new state contributed 
to Sanjar•s troubles in that it would have been unwelcome to the Ghuzz 
tribesmen of the region, with their notorious distaste for submission to cen-
tral governments of any kind: hence the arrival of the Qara-Khitai was an 
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additional encouragement to them to head west and become a problem for 
Sanjar. But the impact of Qara-Khitai power on Sanjar was more direct than 
this. Transoxania, long an integral part of the D�—r al-Isl�—m, was subjected to 
Qara-Khitai rule, and a clash with the Great Salj�Ìq sul	ì�—n could hardly have 
been avoided. It came in 536/1141, on the Qa	ìw�—n steppe near Samarqand.

Sanjar was defeated, and it has often been alleged that in this battle we 
have the origin of the legend of Prester John, the great Christian priest-
king of remotest Asia who was thought to be hastening to the rescue of the 
crusaders in the Holy Land. The misunderstanding would have been com-
prehensible enough. Sanjar, after all, was the greatest Muslim sovereign of 
his day, and the Qara-Khitai ruler was his enemy. True, he was not in fact a 
Christian, but it was hard for twelfth-century Christendom to imagine that 
a great potentate who was opposed to Islam could be anything other than 
Christian. So there may be something in the theory that this encounter lay 
somewhere near the bottom of the Prester John Legend, though to believe 
so is essentially to apply the •no smoke without fireŽ principle, a dubious 
methodological tool when it comes to providing a historical explanation 
of legends.

As we have seen, Sanjar remained on the throne for a further sixteen 
years after the battle on the Qa	ìw�—n steppe. But Transoxania fell to the 
pagan Qara-Khitai. They continued to hold it until, in the early thirteenth 
century, they were ousted by the Khw�—razm-sh�—h. Yet Transoxania•s fate 
under Qara-Khitai rule was not an insupportable one. The Qara-Khitai rul-
ers were tolerant in matters of religion, and theirs was a decentralized polity 
in which large areas, including Transoxania, were allowed to enjoy a con-
siderable degree of autonomy under their own local (and in Transoxania, 
Muslim) rulers.

Administratively the Qara-Khitai empire was a curious blend of Chinese 
and Central Asian elements. As befitted a sub-Chinese realm, the Chi-
nese language retained its official status, and all coins were inscribed in it. 
But Persian and the east Asian Uighur variety of Turkish were also used. 
The Qara-Khitai army, too, combined aspects of Chinese military think-
ing (the use of infantry and a siege train, for example) with traditional 
steppe approaches to warfare (for the Khitans were in origin steppe cav-
alrymen, like their more formidable successors the Mongols). In time the 
army became more and more a force of steppe cavalry archers, organized 
decimally in the traditional nomad fashion that was to be inherited by 
Chingiz Kh�—n.

Among those who were obliged to make their submission to the G�Ìr-
kh�—n of the Qara-Khitai was the Khw�—razm-sh�—h. Khw�—razm is the very 
fertile area where the River Oxus f lows into the Aral Sea; it was therefore 
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a close neighbour of the Qara-Khitai empire. Ultimately the rulers of 
Khw�—razm, who adopted the ancient local title of Khw�—razm-sh�—h, were to 
become the principal successors to the Salj�Ìqs in Persia, and at the very end 
were able to throw off their subjection to the Qara-Khitai.

The Khw�—razm-sh�—hs were not by any means an old-established royal 
house. They were merely the descendants of the Turkish am�r̄ whom 
Maliksh�—h, in the late eleventh century, had appointed to govern Khw�—razm. 
Their later fortunes are a vivid example of the abuses to which, as we saw 
in Chapter 4, the iq���—�µ system was subject when the grasp of central govern-
ment slackened.

Their rise to more than purely provincial power began under Atsiz, a 
contemporary of Sanjar who died in 551/1156. It continued under Il Arslan 
(died 568/1172), and most conspicuously in the reign of Tekesh (died 
596/1200). They reached, though brief ly, their greatest territorial expan-
sion under Tekesh•s successor �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad II. By the end of his 
reign he, in some sense, held most of central and eastern Persia; he occupied 
Transoxania in 606/1210, and in 612/1215 he conquered a large part of what 
is now Afghanistan from the Ghurid sul	ì�—ns who had ruled from the central 
Afghan mountains. The Ghurid forces were obliged to withdraw to their 
lands in northern India, where some of their generals proceeded to set up a 
new and lasting state, the Delhi sultanate.

But as events were soon to show, a glance at a map of the Khw�—razm-
sh�—h•s dominions would have given a quite illusory impression of the real 
strength of his position. His vast empire was riven with weaknesses both 
personal and structural. When the great test came with the invasion of 
Chingiz Kh�—n in 616…20/1219…23, the Khw�—razm-sh�—h•s empire was to be 
found wanting. Indeed, it proved to be perhaps the least formidable of all the 
enemies the Mongols met in their long career of conquest.

Part of the problem was no doubt the very size of the empire. The most 
considerable additions to its territory had been made during the last few 
years of �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad•s reign. There was simply insufficient 
time for the empire to be brought together into a coherent whole before 
its ruler had to attempt to cope with the challenge of the Mongols. Had 
the Khw�—razm-sh�—h been granted some years• breathing space, it is possible 
that he would have managed to draw the threads together. It is possible but 
not, perhaps, probable. For the disparate nature and the recent acquisition of 
so large a part of his dominions were far from being the only, or the most 
disabling, difficulties he was confronted with.

Even the authority exercised by �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad as head of the 
state was itself tenuous. He was on very poor terms with his mother, Terken 
Khatun, who had wished another of her sons to succeed to the throne after 
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Tekesh•s death. In Khw�—razm itself it is clear that she exercised more real 
power than did her son. Possibly more serious than this were the doubts that 
existed about the loyalty of the Khw�—razm-sh�—h•s army. Terken Khatun was 
in origin a princess of the Qipchaq or Qangli Turks, from the steppes to the 
north of Khw�—razm. The bulk of the army, too, was composed of Qipchaq 
and Qangli mercenaries, and it was by no means clear that if an armed con-
f lict broke out between mother and son, the son could rely on his army to 
fight for him rather than for his mother.

To add to these difficulties, there was also a Persian element in the 
Khw�—razm-sh�—h•s army, and serious tensions existed between them and the 
Turks. In these circumstances the Khw�—razm-sh�—h would face an insoluble 
dilemma should he find himself having to deal with a military crisis. For if 
he concentrated his forces so as to defend his empire against an invader, there 
was a substantial risk that the army•s first act would be his own deposition.

Nor were �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad•s relations with the Islamic religious 
classes any better. The expansion of his empire coincided with the sec-
ond half of the reign of al-N�—	âir, the most formidable and ambitious of 
the later �•Abbasid caliphs. Affairs even degenerated to the extent that open 
armed conf lict broke out between the forces of Khw�—razm and Baghdad. 
The Khw�—razm-sh�—h was not much more successful when it came to keep-
ing on amicable terms with the Sunn� ̄ religious establishment within his 
own empire; and he exacerbated an already dangerous situation by having a 
noted and popular shaykh murdered. This was a serious matter, for a Sunn�¯ 
ruler who wished to be accepted as legitimate could not easily do without at 
least the acquiescence of the caliph and his own religious classes. �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ 
Mu	¤ammad tried, not with a great deal of success, to cope with this by lean-
ing towards Sh�¯�•ism, presumably in the hope that he might in this way find 
an alternative basis of religious support, or at least bring pressure to bear on 
the Sunn� ̄establishment to make its peace with him.

The Khw�—razm-sh�—h could not rely, then, on the loyalty of his family, his 
army, or the religious officials of his empire. What, finally, of the attitudes 
of the vast unconsulted mass of the people? From the point of view of the 
ordinary subject, the regime would undoubtedly have been seen as preda-
tory and oppressive. There was no question, then, of falling back on the 
residual loyalty of the population. No such sentiment existed. Few, if any, of 
�•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad•s subjects would regret the passing of his empire; 
and the people could not know that, when the Mongols came to destroy the 
empire and incorporate Persia into their own world state, the land would 
exchange a bad master for an immeasurably worse one.



In the thirteenth century Persia became, and remained for more than a 
hundred years, part of the most extensive continuous land empire that has 
ever existed: that of the Mongols. The destruction and slaughter which the 
establishment of that empire involved were immense, on a scale unparalleled 
in the previous history of Asia. Persia itself had to endure many Mongol 
incursions as well as two major invasions, those of Chingiz Kh�—n in the years 
after 1219 and his grandson Hülegü in the 1250s. From Hülegü•s time until 
the 1330s, Persia itself constituted the major part of a Mongol kingdom, the 
Ilkhanate; and this was a kingdom whose rulers for its first forty years were 
not even Muslims. Mongol rule proved to be a grim experience, though it 
may not have been in every respect an entirely negative one, at least for those 
Persians who managed to survive.

•What event or occurrenceŽ, asked the greatest Persian historian of the 
Mongol period, Rash�d̄ al-D�n̄, •has been more notable than the begin-
ning of the government of Chingiz Kh�—n, that it should be considered a 
new era?Ž1 It was the greatest upheaval Persia had suffered since the Arab 
invasions of the seventh century. Persia•s earlier period of rule by nomads 
from the Central Asiatic steppe, in the shape of the Salj�Ìqs, can have done 
little to prepare the land for the Mongol onslaught. For the Salj�Ìqs, as we 
have seen, came in comparatively small numbers, indulged in little wanton 
destruction, and were already Muslims, needing no persuasion of the merits 
of Islamic civilization. None of this was true of the Mongols.

We cannot easily trace the Mongol people back beyond the period of the 
rule in Mongolia and north China of the Khitan Liao Dynasty (10th…12th 

6
THE MONGOLS AND THEIR 
COMING TO PERSIA



54 The Mongols and their coming to Persia

centuries). There appears to have been a relationship of some sort between 
the two peoples, and the only partly understood Khitan language seems 
to be a form of what would later be called Mongolian. The Khitans had 
garrisoned the oases of the Orkhon River in central Mongolia, and an iden-
tifiable Mongol people emerged in eastern Mongolia, behind the Khitan 
defensive screen. With the collapse of Khitan power before the attacks of the 
Chin from Manchuria in the early twelfth century, direct Chinese control 
of Mongolia lapsed. Among those who sought to fill the vacuum were the 
Mongols, and their leaders included the ancestors of Chingiz Kh�—n.

The Mongols• way of life was in no way different from that of the other 
tribes of the central and eastern Asiatic steppe: indeed, it had much in com-
mon with that of the Ghuzz Turks before their entry into the D�—r al-Isl�—m. 
The Mongols were nomads, living at the north-eastern end of the territory 
which now forms the Mongolian People•s Republic. Their f locks and herds 
were mainly of sheep and horses, though they also used camels and oxen. 
They migrated seasonally across their part of the vast belt of steppe grassland 
which stretched from Mongolia to the plain of Hungary.

They did not live in ignorance of the lands of settled civilization to the 
south, especially China. Indeed, they depended on the Chinese for some of 
the necessities of life such as metals for their weapons, as well as for luxury 
goods. The Chinese took some of the products of nomadism in exchange 
(though they were officially deemed to be tribute) and as a means of keep-
ing the tribes quiet. This last was not always an easy task: the basic nomad 
attitude towards China was a predatory one, and every tribal kh�—n•s dream 
was to be able to invade and occupy north China, that land of fabulous 
riches. Control of the tribes was therefore a matter of major importance 
for the rulers of north China. The traditional approach, which the Chin 
Dynasty adopted, did not involve attempting to rule the steppeland directly. 
The Chinese would watch for dangerous concentrations of power and 
would then back, with subsidies and titles, some other nomad chief whose 
function was to cut the over-powerful kh�—n down to size. If their protégé in 
his turn became too powerful, the process would be repeated. This system•s 
success rate was high, though it conspicuously failed to prevent the rise of 
Chingiz Kh�—n.

The Mongols were not by any means the largest or the most important 
of the steppe tribes in the late twelfth century. A whole mosaic of tribes 
existed, some speaking Turkish, others Mongolian. The tribes … though 
generally claiming that their members possessed a common blood relation-
ship, even descent from a common ancestor … were, in fact, more open in 
their membership than this would suggest. Tribes could, in fact, be joined. 
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There were two institutionalized forms of relationship that had nothing 
necessarily to do with blood. A man could become the anda, the sworn 
brother, of another … a relationship of equality or near-equality … or he 
could become another•s nöker, his comrade or follower, abandoning his alle-
giance to his own clan or tribe. In this way a young tribal leader who might 
have more personal charisma or military ability than actual wealth or social 
position could acquire a following and build up his power.

At the time of their arrival in Persia, and for long after, the Mongols 
continued to adhere to the traditional religion of the steppe peoples, Sha-
manism. In this rather amorphous complex of beliefs there was a supreme 
deity, Tengri, identified with the eternal blue heaven. Hence high places 
such as the tops of mountains, from where there was uninterrupted access to 
Tengri, were regarded as sacred. But of more practical importance was the 
lower level, the world of spirits. The shaman was the essential intermediary 
between men and this mysterious world, with which he communicated in 
trance. He acted also as exorcist and prophet, determining the future by 
examining the cracks on the charred shoulder-blades of sheep.

But Shamanism was neither a highly structured nor an exclusive faith. 
It sat rather lightly on the Mongols, who were known for their tolerance 
of … even their indifference to … all religions. It is perhaps not surprising that 
in due course the Mongols in their various Asiatic kingdoms adopted one 
of the locally dominant religions, Islam or Buddhism. Even Christianity, in 
its (from the standpoint of Rome) heretical Nestorian form, claimed a good 
many adherents among the people of the steppe. Adoption of one of the 
great world religions did not, however, necessarily mean that all traces of 
Shamanism withered away.

When the Mongols first conquered parts of the D�—r al-Isl�—m, they were 
a new phenomenon. The Salj�Ìqs had had something in common with the 
Germanic barbarians who had invaded the western Roman Empire in the 
fifth century AD. Like most of the Germans, the Salj�Ìqs came having already 
been converted to a form of the local religion. They respected Islamic soci-
ety, shared many of its assumptions, and asked for nothing better than to 
be accepted: they did not come to destroy. Not so the Mongols, who knew 
themselves and their way of life to be superior to anything they would meet 
among the despised city-dwellers and agriculturalists of Persia. For many 
decades, the Mongols• new sedentary subjects were deemed to exist solely 
in order to be exploited. Such an attitude determined the character both of 
the Mongol invasions and of their subsequent rule. Not until the reigns of 
Ghazan in Persia (694…703/1295…1304) and, rather earlier, Qubilai in China, 
were signs of a more enlightened approach to be seen.
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The career of Chingiz Kh �—n

The founder of the Mongol Empire was born, it is generally thought, in 
1167, the Year of the Pig in the twelve-year animal cycle which the Mongols 
used for dating purposes. He was of noble blood, and his father, Yesügei, 
was a chieftain of some note, though not of the first rank. But Yesügei was 
murdered by the Tatars, the Mongols• hereditary enemies, when his son was 
only a child, and the young Chingiz•s life, if we are to believe the Mongol 
sources, was a hard one in which he triumphed over many disadvantages 
before he was able to establish his power. He was evidently … and there can 
be no reason to doubt this … a young man of military ability, with qualities 
of leadership. In due course other young men attached themselves to him, 
becoming his nökers. He acquired, too, the support of one of the major steppe 
kh�—ns, Toghril of the Kerait tribe, who had once been anda to Yesügei.

The basic Mongol source for the life of Chingiz Kh�—n, the Secret History 
of the Mongols, seeks to give the impression that his rise to power occurred 
in spite of the enmity of some kh�—ns and the treachery of others. It seems 
clear enough, however, that Chingiz was adept at making use of alliances 
for just as long as they served his purpose. He had little compunction in 
discarding those who had … no doubt for their own purposes … assisted him 
once he had no further use for them. In the years before 1206 he gradually, 
through military and diplomatic means, achieved supremacy over all the 
Turkish and Mongol tribes of the Mongolian steppe. Some tribes, notably 
the Tatars, were virtually wiped out. But most lost only their leaders: the 
rank and file, trained cavalrymen of great value, were incorporated into the 
Mongol military machine.

It was this formidable army that was to prove the essential instrument of 
Mongol world conquest and rule. It was organized decimally, in the traditional 
steppe fashion. The essential units were the thousand (haz�—ra in the Persian 
sources) and the tümen of, at least in theory, 10,000 men. Some tribes which 
had been loyal to Chingiz from the beginning of his rise to power were orga-
nized into military units formed out of their own warriors, but the defeated 
tribes, certainly the majority of the available manpower, were divided up 
among the new tümens. Hence Chingiz went some way towards averting any 
risk of revolt on the part of other tribes; and indeed it is possible to see the 
Mongol army as the creation of a kind of artificial tribal structure, in which 
the warrior•s loyalty would be to his military commander and through him to 
Chingiz himself, rather than to the tribe into which he had been born.

The Mongol army was, at least initially, an exclusively cavalry force in 
which the principal weapon was the compound bow, made of layers of horn 
and sinew on a wooden frame. Although this army was virtually invincible 



The Mongols and their coming to Persia 57

in the field, it proved to have its limitations when the Mongols were fight-
ing in sedentary areas, for cities cannot easily be taken by a cavalry charge. 
So in due course siege engineers were recruited, from both China and the 
Islamic lands. If our Persian sources are to be accepted, Mongol armies were 
colossal. There is a strong probability of exaggeration here, and it may well 
be that the unexampled manoeuvrability of the Mongol forces gave observ-
ers the impression of much larger numbers than were in fact present at any 
actual battle. Logistical considerations, too, cannot be ignored. All Mongol 
troopers travelled with several horses, perhaps as many as five or more. 
Hence, if the Persian chronicler J�Ìzj�—n� ̄is right in his claim that the Mongol 
army which attacked the Khw�—razm-sh�—h in 616/1219 was 800,000 strong, 
we have to ask ourselves how some 4 million or more horses could have 
been fed on the march towards Khur�—s�—n.

On the other hand, it is clear that the Mongols were able to mobilize a 
far greater proportion of their manpower as active soldiers than would have 
been possible in any of the sedentary states with which they had to deal. In 
theory, and perhaps at times even in practice, the whole adult male popu-
lation was available to serve in the army. Mongols learned to ride before 
they could walk, and fighting was regarded as no more than a variation on 
the ordinary daily life of the steppe nomad. The annual hunt, the nerge, an 
encircling operation designed to acquire stocks of meat for the winter, was 
organized on a vast scale and used techniques that were applied to warfare 
with little or no adaptation.

In 1206 the conclusion of the process of forcible tribal unification was 
marked by a quriltai, an assembly of notables. Here Chingiz Kh�—n was 
•electedŽ as supreme ruler. This was the kind of election, familiar enough 
in the twentieth century, in which there was only one candidate: acclama-
tion would perhaps be a more accurate word for the proceedings. At the 
quriltai the foundations were laid for the administration of the new polity, 
and Chingiz•s most faithful followers received their due reward. A notable 
example was Chingiz•s adopted brother, the Tatar Shigi-Qutuqu, who was 
made chief judge (yarghuchi) of the empire. This has generally been seen as 
the occasion of the laying down of Chingiz Kh�—n•s code of laws, the •Great 
Y�—s�—Ž. While unwritten law and custom were of undoubted importance, 
however, there seems, in fact, no reason to suppose that a written code of 
Mongol law was instituted either in 1206 or later.

By the time of the 1206 quriltai Chingiz•s Imperial Guard was, it is said, 
10,000 strong. It was from the ranks of this Guard that the first generation of 
imperial administrators was recruited. As time went on, however, Chingiz 
relied to an increasing extent on experienced non-Mongol administrators, 
especially Uighur Turks and Khitans, to provide the necessary personnel 
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and institutional machinery for the running of his empire. Later Mongol 
government in the conquered sedentary areas, especially China and Persia, 
tended to follow the previously existing patterns in those lands.

As in the case of the Arabs after their unification under the banner of 
Islam, there was little hope of maintaining the newly won tribal unity unless 
congenial and profitable warlike employment was promptly found for the 
army. The Mongol state therefore began to expand. The initial attacks were 
inevitably made on China. First the sub-Chinese kingdom of Hsi-Hsia, situ-
ated in north-west China across the main east…west trade routes, was brought 
to submission. Then the Chin Empire was attacked in a series of plunder-
ing raids that eventually became a systematic conquest. The Chin northern 
capital, near modern Peking, was taken in 1215; but the final defeat of the 
Chin was deferred until 1234, some years after Chingiz Kh�—n•s death. The 
much larger and richer … though possibly militarily weaker … Sung Empire 
in the south held out until 1279, when Chingiz•s grandson Qubilai finally 
completed its subjugation.

The conquest of China was undoubtedly the most important Mongol 
political objective. But while Chingiz was still engaged against the Chin, his 
attention was diverted to the west. An old enemy, Küchlüg of the Naiman 
tribe, had f led to the Qara-Khitai after his defeat at Mongol hands. There he 
was received honourably, but this did not deter him from seizing the throne. 
Indeed, he went further. He had been brought up as a Nestorian Chris-
tian, but he now declared himself a convert to Buddhism and proceeded, 
in strikingly un-Buddhist fashion, to persecute those of his subjects who 
did not share his new faith. Many of these were Muslims, and they found 
their mosques closed by government decree. In 1218 Chingiz despatched a 
comparatively small force, commanded by his old nöker Jebei Noyon, into 
the Qara-Khitai lands. The Mongols were well informed about conditions 
there, for the ruler of the Uighurs, a subject of the Qara-Khitai, had already 
submitted. Jebei declared the religious persecution to be at an end, and the 
population lost no time in rising against Küchlüg. The great Central Asian 
realm was therefore added to the Mongol Empire, it would seem, by the 
desire of its inhabitants: an event unique in Mongol history.

The first Mongol invasion of Persia

With the acquisition of the Qara-Khitai empire, Chingiz•s territory bor-
dered on that of the Khw�—razm-sh�—h �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad. It is not clear 
whether at this stage the Mongols intended to attack him, though conf lict 
would no doubt have occurred sooner or later. Chingiz had declared a wish 
to live in peace with the Khw�—razm-sh�—h, though in the same message he 
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had referred to �•Al�—�Ž al-D�n̄ Mu	¤ammad as his son, an assumption of supe-
riority which was certainly provocative. But the Khw�—razm-sh�—h himself 
made war inevitable. The governor of his frontier town of Utr�—r seized a 
caravan of merchants from Mongolia and executed almost all of them, on 
the (probably justified) ground that they were spies. One of the Mongol 
ambassadors sent to remonstrate was also executed. In Mongol eyes the per-
son of an ambassador was sacred, and this act created a state of war.

We have already seen (in Chapter 5) that the Khw�—razm-sh�—h was exceed-
ingly ill-equipped for fighting a war against so formidable an opponent, and 
it is not easy to make sense of his actions. In fact he made no attempt to 
meet the Mongols in the field. Instead, perhaps fearing that his own forces 
were as much of a danger to him as the Mongols were, he divided them 
up as garrisons in the great cities of his empire. In 616/1219 the Mongols 
invaded Transoxania in a carefully co-ordinated three-pronged attack. The 
Khw�—razm-sh�—h f led before them, to be pursued until he eventually found 
refuge on an island in the Caspian Sea, where he died.

There was massacre and destruction in Transoxania, but this was com-
paratively mild compared with the fate that was to befall the eastern Persian 
province of Khur�—s�—n during the succeeding few years. Chingiz Kh�—n put 
his youngest son Tolui in command of the operations that were to reduce 
Khur�—s�—n to submission. This was done deliberately and with great brutality. 
As every city was summoned to surrender, it was warned that any resistance 
would be met with the total extermination of the population. This was in 
many cases literally done, except that craftsmen who might prove useful were 
spared so as to be shipped off to Mongolia. The great cities of Khur�—s�—n such 
as Balkh, Har�—t and N�s̄h�—p�Ìr were, we are told, razed to the ground. Mil-
lions, according to the contemporary and later chroniclers, were killed. The 
message soon spread that the Mongols meant what they said, for they usually 
kept their word and refrained from exterminating the people of any city that 
surrendered on demand.

Tolui•s reign of terror continued until 620/1223. One can only speculate 
about why the Mongols chose to behave in so atrocious a fashion. No doubt 
they felt that they were punishing the misdeeds of the Khw�—razm-sh�—h, 
though the punishment can hardly be said to have fitted the crime. Prob-
ably more important, they were removing permanently any possibility there 
might have been of a centre of power existing in Persia that could have 
rivalled Chingiz Kh�—n himself. Lastly it may well be that, in the Mongols• 
steppe-oriented minds, the destruction of cities and agriculture was still a 
matter of little or no real consequence.

Chingiz Kh�—n left the D�—r al-Isl�—m in 620/1223 to return to Mongolia. 
His last military campaign was against Hsi-Hsia, whose ruler had failed to 
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