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Extended Abstract

Introduction

From the outset of their entry into the political arena of the
Islamic world, the Seljuks employed various strategies to
legitimize their authority and consolidate their rule. Securing
the approval of the Abbasid Caliphs was among the most
important of these strategies and can be regarded as the central
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element of the caliphate-centered model of legitimacy.
Toghrul, much like his Buyid predecessor ‘Adud al-Dawla al-
Daylami, appeared before the Caliph in the Dar al-Khilafa of
Baghdad unarmed and prostrated himself before him. It seems
that during Toghrul’s reign and in the early years of Seljuk
ascendancy, the Seljuks were not yet in a position to redefine
their relationship with the Caliphate. Thus, by modeling his
conduct on that of ‘Adud al-Dawla and repeating the
ceremonial presentation before the Abbasid Caliph, Toghrul
effectively adopted the same legitimization system previously
established by the Buyid Amirs. During the reigns of Alp
Arslan and Malik-Shah, the Seljug Sultans continued to rely on
this traditional tool of legitimacy while also embracing a new
source of authority under the influence of their vizier, Khwaja
Nizam al-Mulk, and the theologian Imam Muhammad al-
Ghazali. In his Siyasatnama, Nizam al-Mulk linked the
prosperity of both worlds to a sultanate (or monarchy) imbued
with divine farr (or royal glory). Meanwhile, al-Ghazali, in his
Nasihat al-Muluk, presented the Sultan as the shadow of God
on Earth. This trend continued until the reign of Sultan Sanjar
(511-552 A.H.). However, during his rule, the relationship
between the caliphate and the sultanate (or monarchy) entered
a new phase. The letters and decrees of Sultan Sanjar—
preserved in The Munsha’at Leningrad and later compiled in
‘Atabat al-Kataba—provide the most important documents on
the developments of the time.
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Several studies have examined the question of legitimacy in the
Seljuq state from various perspectives. In her book State and
Government in Medieval Islam, Lambton (1981) examined the
relationship between the sultanate and the caliphate in Sunni
thought, drawing on the views of Imam al-Haramayn al-
Juwayni and, in particular, Imam Muhammad al-Ghazali. In
The Politics of Knowledge in Premodern Islam, Safi (2006)
analyzed Seljuq legitimacy through the lens of Foucault and
Althusser, highlighting the convergence of epistemology and
ideology and underscoring the role of scientific and religious
institutions in legitimization. Moreover, in the article “The
Political Structure and Legitimacy in the Seljuk Dynasty
(1055-1092 AD),” Azad-Armaki and Kamali (2012) examined
Seljuq legitimacy from the dynasty’s rise until the end of
Malik-Shah’s reign, applying Max Weber’s theory of
legitimacy. None of these studies have examined the Seljuq
legitimacy model from the perspective of critical discourse
analysis (CDA)—Ieave alone few applications of Fairclough’s
CDA model to historical letters.

Discourse analysis can also be applied to historical contexts.
Since it approaches all phenomena through the lens of language
and narration—viewing the world in terms of text and
narrative—historical narratives, documents, and letters can be
analyzed within this theoretical framework. Among the various
discourse analysis approaches, Norman Fairclough’s CDA
offers a particularly suitable framework for historical
investigation. The present study aimed to use Fairclough’s
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CDA to analyze Sultan Sanjar Seljuq’s letter to the Abbasid
Caliph al-Mustarshid. The research question is as follows:
What transformation in the discourse of legitimacy for the
Seljuq state is reflected in Sultan Sanjar’s letter to the Abbasid
Caliph?

Materials and Methods

The present research relied on Fairclough’s CDA to examine
the legitimacy discourse as reflected in Sultan Sanjar Seljuq’s
letter to the Abbasid Caliph al-Mustarshid. Fairclough
identifies three fundamental characteristics of CDA: relational,
dialectical, and transdisciplinary. Accordingly, his three-tiered
model of CDA consists of description, interpretation, and
explanation. The first level of Fairclough’s CDA 1is the
description, which focuses on the formal and surface features
of a text. He categorizes these observable features into three
domains of vocabulary, grammar, and textual structure. At this
level, every word is selected with a particular purpose.
Therefore, the initial step is to recognize and identify words
and phrases that carry specific semantic load. The level of
interpretation examines the relationship between a text and its
engagement with existing or prior discourses in society. It
considers which established discourses the author draws upon
to construct their text, and, conversely, how the researcher uses
these discourses to interpret it. In other words, the researcher
seeks to answer key questions: Who produced the text? Who is
the intended audience? Who is involved? And what
relationships exist? The third and final stage of is explanation,
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which examines the interactions and the rationale behind
discourse production in relation to social conditions. At this
stage, the discourse is analyzed as part of a broader social
process: What social conditions gave rise to the discourse? And
does the discourse aim to maintain the existing social structures
or to challenge and change them?

Results and Discussion

The analysis yielded several results. At the descriptive level, in
terms of vocabulary, Sultan Sanjar emphasized a sultanate-
centered discourse while marginalizing the caliphate-centered
discourse, thereby framing the source of his legitimacy as
rooted in inheritance, personal entitlement, and divinity. At the
interpretive level, Sultan Sanjar was influenced by the new
conception of the sultanate advanced by al-Ghazali, which
portrayed the Seljug Sultan as the shadow of God on Earth.
Finally, at the level of explanation, considering the social
events and historical developments of the time, it can be argued
that the clash between Sultan Sanjar and al-Mustarshid
prompted the Sultan to replace the dominant caliphate-centered
discourse with his own sultanate-centered discourse.

Conclusion

By the reign of Sultan Sanjar, the relationship between
caliphate and sultanate had entered a new phase. The analysis
of Sultan Sanjar’s letter to al-Mustarshid demonstrated a
significant discursive shift. The evolution from a caliphate-
centered to a sultanate-centered discourse under Sultan Sanjar
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marks a critical stage in the development of Seljuk political
thought, revealing how shifts in historical circumstances
reshaped the foundations of power in the Islamic world.

Keywords: CDA, Fairclough, Caliphate-centered discourse,
Sultanate-centered discourse, Sultan Sanjar, Al-Mustarshid.
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