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Abstract

The Umayyad rule (661-750 CE) was the first state in Islamic history to transform the caliphate into a hereditary monarchy, thereby
confronting a profound crisis of legitimacy. This crisis stemmed, on the one hand, from the gap between Islamic ideals and the realities
of political power, and, on the other hand, from the social and cultural reactions of various segments of society. In this context, literature
functioned not merely as an artistic phenomenon but as a field of contestation over legitimacy: both as an instrument employed by the
ruling authority to justify its power and as a weapon utilized by its opponents to delegitimize that authority. Drawing upon the concept of
the “hidden geometry of legitimacy,” the present article seeks to demonstrate how literary currents such as mathalib writing, the
Shu ‘Gbiyyah movement, the epic spirit, asceticism and Sufism, ghazal poetry and political prose, as well as the mechanisms of propaganda
and censorship, were each engaged with the question of legitimacy in distinct ways. These currents are analyzed through a four-
dimensional model of legitimacy—rightfulness, acceptance, legality, and effectiveness—in order to reveal the complex geometry of power
during the Umayyad era.
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Extended Abstract

The Umayyad Caliphate (661-750 CE) represents one of the most transformative and controversial periods in
early Islamic history. As the first political regime to convert the caliphate from a community-based institution
into a hereditary monarchy, the Umayyads faced a persistent crisis of legitimacy that shaped nearly every
aspect of their governance. Traditional historical narratives have often emphasized military conquests,
territorial expansion, and dynastic succession; however, beneath these visible developments lay a deeper
struggle concerning the justification and acceptance of political authority. This study argues that literature
functioned as one of the principal arenas in which this struggle was conducted. Rather than serving merely
aesthetic or recreational purposes, literary production became a mechanism through which competing groups
sought either to establish or to undermine political legitimacy. To conceptualize this process, the article
introduces the notion of the “hidden geometry of legitimacy,” referring to the symbolic, rhetorical, and
narrative structures employed by political actors to naturalize their authority and delegitimize rivals. Drawing
upon theories of legitimacy, particularly the insight that durable power requires social belief in its legitimacy
rather than reliance on coercion alone, the study examines how literary discourse contributed to the
construction of political obedience and resistance (1). The analysis further builds upon historical and political
studies of Umayyad legitimacy, which demonstrate that the ruling elite continuously sought ideological
foundations capable of compensating for the weaknesses of hereditary rule and the contested nature of their
accession to power (3, 5). At the same time, the relationship between knowledge and power in the Umayyad
period reveals the extent to which cultural production was incorporated into broader strategies of political
domination and social control (18). Consequently, literature emerged as a battlefield in which competing
visions of authority, justice, piety, and communal identity were articulated and contested.

To analyze the dynamics of this struggle, the study employs a four-dimensional model of legitimacy consisting
of righteousness, acceptability, legality, and efficiency. These dimensions provide a framework for
understanding how political authority was evaluated and challenged in early Islamic society. Righteousness
referred to the moral and religious qualifications necessary for leadership, including piety, justice, early service
to Islam, and proximity to the Prophet. Historical sources indicate that many Muslims perceived the Umayyads
as lacking the symbolic capital necessary to satisfy these expectations because of their association with the
former Meccan aristocracy and their late acceptance of Islam (6, 7). Acceptability concerned public recognition
and social consent, a dimension severely weakened by events such as the tragedy of Karbala, which profoundly
damaged the moral image of the dynasty among broad segments of the Muslim population (8). Legality
focused on the conformity of political authority with established norms and procedures, particularly the
transition from consultative succession to hereditary monarchy under Mu‘awiya and Yazid, a transformation
that generated extensive criticism among contemporary elites (9). Finally, efficiency referred to the state’s
ability to provide order, security, administration, and prosperity. Although the Umayyads achieved remarkable
success in expanding and organizing their empire, literary and historical sources suggest that administrative
effectiveness alone could not compensate for deficiencies in moral and political legitimacy (4, 10). The
interaction among these four dimensions shaped the ideological environment within which literary production
operated and explains why cultural expression became so closely intertwined with political conflict.

One of the most influential literary mechanisms in this conflict was mathalib writing, a genre dedicated to
exposing the defects, faults, and perceived moral failures of individuals, families, and tribes. Rooted in pre-
Islamic tribal rivalries, this tradition acquired new political significance during the Umayyad era, becoming a
powerful instrument of ideological warfare. Studies of mathalib literature demonstrate that what had once
functioned primarily as a form of tribal competition evolved into a sophisticated method of political
delegitimization (11). The Umayyad regime itself actively employed this strategy through networks of
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storytellers, preachers, and propagandists who sought to undermine the reputation of opponents, particularly
members of the Prophet’s family and their supporters (7). The institutionalization of public cursing campaigns
against Imam Ali constituted one of the most striking examples of the use of symbolic violence to erode an
opponent’s claim to righteousness and legitimacy. Conversely, anti-Umayyad writers utilized the same literary
tools to challenge the dynasty’s moral standing, emphasizing episodes, genealogies, and narratives that
portrayed Umayyad rulers as unworthy successors to the prophetic tradition (2, 12). Through these competing
narratives, literature became an arena in which collective memory and political identity were constantly
reconstructed. The struggle over legitimacy was therefore not confined to military or administrative institutions
but extended into the realm of historical storytelling and moral characterization, where reputations could be
elevated or destroyed through carefully crafted literary representations.

Another major challenge to Umayyad legitimacy emerged through the Shu‘ubiyyah movement, which
represented both a cultural and political reaction against Arab ethnic supremacy. Predominantly led by non-
Arab converts, especially Persians, the movement drew upon Islamic principles of equality to challenge the
ideological foundations of Umayyad rule. By emphasizing that virtue and piety rather than ethnicity
determined social worth, Shu‘ubi intellectuals directly attacked the assumptions underlying Arab political
dominance (13, 19). Their literary activities included the preservation and celebration of pre-Islamic Persian
cultural achievements, the critique of Arab tribal superiority, and the production of works that exposed
perceived shortcomings within Arab society (14). The movement thus served simultaneously as a defense of
cultural dignity and as a critique of political exclusion. Closely connected to this phenomenon was the
development of heroic and epic literature, which provided alternative visions of power and justice. Persian
historical memories and narratives of ancient rulers offered models of legitimate governance that contrasted
with contemporary realities (15). Similarly, Shi‘i heroic poetry, especially the works associated with al-Kumayt
ibn Zayd, transformed the suffering of the Prophet’s family into a moral epic in which righteousness ultimately
triumphed over tyranny (16). Through these literary traditions, marginalized groups constructed counter-
narratives that challenged official ideology and proposed alternative sources of legitimacy rooted in justice,
memory, and resistance.

The emergence of ascetic and proto-Sufi movements constituted another significant dimension of literary
opposition to Umayyad authority. Although these movements were primarily religious and ethical in character,
their critique of luxury, wealth, and worldly ambition carried profound political implications. Ascetic figures
such as Hasan al-Basri presented a moral challenge to the ruling elite by emphasizing accountability before
God and condemning corruption, oppression, and excessive attachment to material prosperity (2). Their
sermons, letters, and ethical reflections created a discourse that questioned both the righteousness and
efficiency of the regime. The rejection of worldly power became, in itself, a form of political dissent. This
tendency was further reinforced by early mystical traditions, which shifted attention away from state-centered
definitions of success toward inner spiritual transformation. Parallel developments occurred within the fields
of poetry and political prose. Court poets such as al-Akhtal, Jarir, and al-Farazdaq played crucial roles in
constructing an image of the caliph as a divinely favored ruler and guardian of communal order (10). Their
panegyrics sought to cultivate public acceptance and reinforce official claims to legitimacy. At the same time,
satirical poetry, elegiac compositions, and oppositional literary works generated powerful counter-discourses
that highlighted injustice and commemorated victims of state violence (16). Political prose likewise contributed
to the ideological foundations of Umayyad governance. Secretaries and administrators employed sophisticated
rhetorical techniques to portray obedience to the caliph as both a religious obligation and a rational necessity
for maintaining social order (12). Thus, literary production served simultaneously as an instrument of political
authority and as a medium of resistance.



ST 9 daudd o g

The findings of this study demonstrate that the history of Umayyad legitimacy cannot be understood solely
through political institutions, military achievements, or administrative structures. Literature occupied a central
position in the construction, negotiation, and contestation of authority. The dynasty invested considerable
resources in creating narratives that emphasized its right to rule, justified its policies, and secured public
compliance. Yet these efforts generated equally vigorous responses from scholars, poets, ascetics, ethnic
minorities, and political opponents who produced alternative interpretations of history, morality, and
communal identity. The resulting conflict was fundamentally a struggle between competing narratives of
legitimacy. Although the Umayyads succeeded in establishing one of the most powerful states of the early
Islamic world, the cultural and ideological foundations of their authority remained deeply contested. The
collapse of the dynasty in 750 CE therefore represented more than a military or political transition; it reflected
the disintegration of a broader symbolic order that had failed to reconcile power with moral credibility. The
literary movements examined in this study reveal how words, memories, and narratives can become decisive
forces in shaping political realities, demonstrating that the durability of authority ultimately depends not only
on coercive capacity but also on the ability to sustain persuasive and widely accepted claims to legitimacy.
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