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Abstract

This study aims to examine the relationship between the structure of political power in the Fatimid Caliphate and the institutions of
knowledge production and transmission, in order to determine how the Fatimid state reproduced its religious authority through the
organization of institutions such as libraries, mosques, disputation sessions, and domestic scholarly circles. The research method is a
“descriptive-analytical” study based on the analysis of historical documents and reports from classical texts. Through a critical approach,
the study examines historical data within the framework of institutional analysis. The findings indicate that the Fatimid scholarly system
represented a dialectical interaction between the “politics of knowledge control” and the “dynamism of independent institutions.” Thus,
while palace libraries and wisdom sessions were monopolized by the state for the promotion of Isma‘ili ideology, educational circles held
in scholars’ homes provided a space for preserving intellectual autonomy and sustaining educational traditions. Ultimately, the study
concludes that the Fatimid state, by integrating ancient educational traditions with ideological needs, presented a model of “knowledge-
based governance” that, while strengthening political centralization, also created the necessary foundations for intellectual plurality and
the continuity of scientific heritage in the medieval centuries.
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Extended Abstract

This study examines knowledge policy in the Fatimid Caliphate through an institutional analysis of
educational, religious, and cultural structures that mediated the production, transmission, regulation, and
symbolic use of knowledge. The emergence of the Fatimid state in the late ninth and early tenth centuries CE
was not merely a political transformation in the Islamic world, but also a civilizational project in which
education, religious instruction, textual culture, and institutional patronage were placed at the service of
political legitimacy. The Fatimids, as an Isma‘ili Shi‘i dynasty, developed a distinctive model of governance
in which knowledge was not treated as a neutral intellectual activity, but as a structured field through which
authority, doctrine, identity, and communal allegiance could be reproduced. Their transfer of political power
from North Africa to Egypt and the foundation of Cairo created a new institutional environment in which
mosques, libraries, scholarly circles, palatial assemblies, the da‘wa organization, and specialized teaching
spaces operated together within a broader cultural strategy (7, 25). The central question of this study is how
the Fatimid state organized educational and religious institutions in order to balance the dissemination of public
knowledge with the consolidation of ideological authority. In this framework, institutions such as al-Azhar,
Dar al-‘Ilm, palace libraries, majalis al-hikma, mosque circles, and domestic scholarly gatherings are not
examined as isolated entities, but as interconnected components of a knowledge regime that linked learning to
the political theology of the imamate (10, 23).

Methodologically, the study adopts a historical-analytical approach based on the critical reading of medieval
historical reports and modern studies on Fatimid institutions, Islamic education, and Isma‘ili intellectual
history. The research reconstructs the educational landscape of Fatimid Egypt by examining how different
institutions functioned at different levels of social and intellectual life. Elementary education in maktabs
formed the first level of literacy, religious socialization, and Qur’anic instruction, while mosque circles
provided more advanced instruction in recitation, jurisprudence, grammar, hadith, and religious sciences (1,
2). At the same time, the study considers the institutional plurality of Fatimid education, especially the
coexistence of state-supported and private or semi-independent spaces of learning. Alexandria, for example,
contained private scholarly schools and circles that contributed to the teaching of religious sciences, while
Cairo developed more state-centered institutions connected to the da‘wa and the palace (1, 7). This layered
structure demonstrates that Fatimid knowledge policy cannot be reduced to simple ideological control, because
alongside the state’s efforts to shape religious instruction, there existed a dynamic network of scholars, jurists,
reciters, physicians, grammarians, and private teachers who maintained various forms of intellectual agency.
The analysis therefore treats Fatimid education as a field of interaction between centralized patronage and local
scholarly initiative, rather than as a monolithic system of indoctrination.

The findings show that al-Azhar occupied a central position in the Fatimid project, but its function should be
interpreted with caution and historical precision. Although later narratives often present al-Azhar as one of the
earliest universities in the world, the Fatimid-era institution was more accurately a major mosque, a center of
religious teaching, and a site for the promotion of Isma ‘ili doctrine and political allegiance (12, 13). Its teaching
circles included public Qur’anic sessions, specialized circles based on dictation, and official sessions connected
to the da‘wa hierarchy, especially those supervised by high religious functionaries (12). The curriculum was
mainly organized around religious and linguistic sciences, including Qur’an, hadith, theology, jurisprudence,
grammar, rhetoric, and history, while claims about systematic teaching of natural sciences in the Fatimid period
require careful scrutiny (4, 13). The study also shows that al-Azhar’s teachers reflected both the ideological
priorities of the Fatimid state and the gradual diversification of Cairo’s scholarly environment. Although
Isma‘ili teachings were privileged in the early phase, the presence of Sunni jurists, grammarians, reciters, and
scholars from different regions indicates that Fatimid policy sometimes allowed a pragmatic form of
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intellectual inclusiveness, especially when attracting prestigious scholars served the political and cultural
interests of the caliphate (1, 15, 18). Thus, al-Azhar functioned simultaneously as a mosque, a teaching center,
a symbolic instrument of legitimacy, and a mechanism for integrating learning into the broader structure of
Fatimid rule.

The study further argues that Dar al-‘1lm or Dar al-Hikma represents one of the most significant institutional
expressions of Fatimid knowledge policy, because it was more explicitly designed as an organized center of
learning, book culture, and scholarly access. Founded under al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, Dar al- ‘TIim differed from
ordinary mosque-based instruction because it possessed an independent library, material resources, paid
personnel, and a wider intellectual scope that included rational and transmitted sciences (7, 9). It provided
paper, ink, writing materials, and stipends for scholars, jurists, reciters, grammarians, and other intellectual
workers, and its resources were reportedly open to readers and copyists from different social and doctrinal
backgrounds (9, 19). This indicates that the Fatimid state understood the political value of institutionalized
learning not merely as oral instruction, but also as the preservation, circulation, and management of texts. At
the same time, the history of Dar al-‘Ilm reveals the fragility of educational institutions under conditions of
political volatility. Its activity was interrupted by crises, sectarian tensions, administrative interventions, and
changing priorities within the Fatimid court (22, 23). In its later phase, the institution appears to have shifted
toward a more explicitly religious and da‘wa-oriented function, especially under the closer supervision of the
Fatimid missionary hierarchy (8). Therefore, Dar al-‘Ilm illustrates both the possibilities and limits of
knowledge-based governance: it expanded access to learning and textual resources, but remained structurally
dependent on the political will and ideological calculations of the caliphal state.

Another major finding concerns the role of majalis al-hikma, palace instruction, theological disputations,
libraries, and scholars’ homes in shaping the Fatimid knowledge order. Majalis al-hikma were not ordinary
lessons; they were structured religious and intellectual assemblies in which Isma‘ili doctrine, esoteric
interpretation, loyalty to the imam-caliph, and the hierarchy of the da‘wa were articulated in a controlled setting
(7, 25). These sessions reveal the close relationship between pedagogy and legitimacy, because the texts and
teachings delivered in them were often subject to approval by the imam and transmitted through the da‘wa
organization (23). Similarly, the Fatimid palace functioned not only as an administrative and ceremonial space,
but also as a center of interpretive knowledge, doctrinal supervision, and elite instruction (9, 38). The palace
libraries and book collections formed another dimension of this system. Reports concerning the vastness of
Fatimid book collections, their cataloguing, specialized storage, and later dispersal after political crises
demonstrate that books were central to the symbolic economy of Fatimid rule (9, 27, 28). Yet the study also
emphasizes that the possession of vast libraries does not necessarily prove broad public intellectual impact,
since some collections functioned as symbols of caliphal magnificence and controlled access rather than as
fully open educational institutions (7). Against this state-centered system, the homes of scholars offered
another mode of knowledge production, especially where political pressure, sectarian tension, gender norms,
or disciplinary requirements made private teaching preferable (33, 34, 36).

In conclusion, the Fatimid Caliphate developed a sophisticated model of knowledge governance in which
educational and religious institutions were integrated into the architecture of political authority. The state did
not merely support learning; it organized, financed, supervised, and symbolically framed knowledge as part of
its broader project of legitimacy. Mosques, libraries, Dar al-‘Ilm, majalis al-hikma, palace assemblies,
disputation sessions, military training structures, and domestic scholarly circles together formed a complex
institutional ecology. This ecology was marked by a productive tension between centralization and plurality:
the caliphate sought to regulate doctrine and direct intellectual activity toward the aims of the da‘wa, yet the
diversity of scholars, disciplines, spaces, and communities prevented the complete monopolization of
knowledge. The Fatimid experience therefore reveals a paradox at the heart of medieval Islamic knowledge
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policy: the same mechanisms that strengthened ideological authority also created conditions for institutional
vitality, scholarly exchange, and the preservation of intellectual traditions. The study concludes that Fatimid
knowledge policy should be understood neither as pure cultural patronage nor as simple ideological control,
but as a historically layered model of knowledge-based governance in which power, learning, religious
identity, and institutional organization were deeply intertwined.
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