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Abstract

Legitimacy, the most fundamental capital of any political system, faced profound challenges during the Abbasid Caliphate (7501258
CE). The Abbasids came to power under the ambiguous slogan al-rida min Al Muhammad (“the chosen one from the family of
Muhammad”); however, after consolidating their rule, they encountered a crisis in justifying their rightful authority. Adopting an
interdisciplinary approach and drawing on the theories of Weber (1922, p. 124) and Bourdieu (1992, p. 53), this article examines the
metaphor of the “hidden geometry of legitimacy” in the literature of this period: a geometry that simultaneously reproduced the three
pillars of religious, traditional, and rational legitimacy while internally calling these very pillars into question. By examining the history
and administrative structure of the caliphate and the transition from a tribal society to an urban civilization, this study demonstrates that
the policy of financial patronage created a dialectic of literary dependence and independence. This dialectic was manifested in the formal
evolution of poetry and prose and in the emergence of epic, lyrical, mystical, and Shi‘i tendencies. Panegyric poetry placed the caliph
within an aura of sanctity, whereas traces of Shi‘i inclination and Shu‘Gbiyya, concealed within narratives and lyric poems, challenged
the legitimacy of the Abbasid dynasty. Abbasid political literature was therefore not merely an instrument in the hands of power, but rather
a multilayered and tension-filled field.
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Extended Abstract

The question of legitimacy was one of the most decisive problems in the political history of the Abbasid
Caliphate, especially because the Abbasids came to power in 750 CE through a revolutionary movement that
mobilized diverse social, ethnic, and sectarian forces under the deliberately ambiguous slogan al-rida min Al
Mukammad. This slogan enabled the Abbasids to unite Alid Shi‘ites, dissatisfied Iranians, mawalr, and
marginal Arab groups against the Umayyads, yet after victory, the same ambiguity became a central source of
political vulnerability, since the new rulers were neither Alids nor direct descendants of the Prophet through
Fatima, but rather members of the Prophet’s broader kinship line through al-‘Abbas (1, 2). Accordingly, the
Abbasid regime required more than military success, administrative control, or dynastic continuity; it needed
a symbolic order capable of transforming political domination into accepted authority. This article approaches
Abbasid political literature as a central medium through which this transformation was attempted, negotiated,
and contested. Drawing on Weber’s theory of legitimacy and Bourdieu’s concept of the literary field, the study
argues that legitimacy in the Abbasid period should not be understood only as a theological or institutional
claim, but also as a literary and aesthetic construction embedded in genres, metaphors, patronage relations,
narrative forms, and poetic conventions (3, 6). The article therefore proposes the metaphor of the “hidden
geometry of legitimacy” to describe the multilayered structure through which Abbasid literature
simultaneously reproduced, ornamented, normalized, and questioned political authority. This geometry was
hidden because political meanings were often naturalized through aesthetic forms: panegyric, advice literature,
lyric poetry, epic memory, mystical discourse, and symbolic narrative all participated in shaping the boundaries
of legitimate rule.

The theoretical framework of the article is based on the assumption that Abbasid legitimacy rested upon a
tripartite structure: traditional-genealogical legitimacy, religious-charismatic legitimacy, and rational-
bureaucratic legitimacy. The first pillar depended on the Abbasids’ claim to belong to the Prophet’s family, a
claim that required constant discursive reinforcement because it remained contested by Alid and Shi‘i
interpretations of 4/ Muhammad (11, 13). Court literature played a major role in repeating and stabilizing this
genealogical claim by emphasizing the caliph’s Hashemite descent and by inserting the Abbasid ruler into a
sacred lineage. The second pillar, religious-charismatic legitimacy, relied on the sacralization of the caliph
through titles such as khalifat Allah and zill Allah fi al-ard, which moved beyond the more limited notion of
succession to the Prophet and positioned the caliph as a divinely supported figure. This strategy became
particularly visible under al-Ma’miin, whose religious policies, including support for theological rationalism
and the politically charged appointment of Imam al-Rida as heir apparent, attempted to appropriate or
neutralize Alid charisma for Abbasid purposes (14, 16). The third pillar, rational-bureaucratic legitimacy,
emerged from the administrative sophistication of the Abbasid state, especially its development of fiscal,
military, chancery, and postal-intelligence institutions. This form of legitimacy presented the caliphate as a
rational, orderly, and just government, drawing in part on Iranian political traditions in which justice was
treated as the foundation of kingship (17, 18). The tension among these three pillars generated the basic political
problem of Abbasid rule: the caliph had to appear at once as the Prophet’s rightful heir, God’s chosen
representative, and the just administrator of a complex empire.

The historical and administrative context of the Abbasid state strengthened the political role of literature by
creating new institutions, audiences, and forms of cultural production. After the fall of the Umayyads, the
Abbasids recognized that a vast empire could no longer be governed through tribal structures alone; therefore,
they adapted elements of Sasanian administration and Islamic political practice into a more elaborate
bureaucratic order. The construction of Baghdad in 762 CE under al-Mansiir symbolized this transformation,
presenting the capital as a spatial image of cosmic order and centralized sovereignty (7). Alongside this new



# oyl 0590

urban center, the Abbasids developed major administrative offices, including the fiscal bureau, the chancery,
the military bureau, and the postal and intelligence system, while the office of the vizier became increasingly
powerful, especially under the Barmakids (1, 2). This bureaucratic expansion accelerated the transition from
tribal society to urban civilization and produced new social groups, including merchants, secretaries, scholars,
translators, and professional men of letters, whose tastes and intellectual needs transformed literary production
(8, 9). In this environment, the poet was no longer merely a tribal spokesman or desert panegyrist, but an urban
intellectual operating within courts, salons, book markets, and bureaucratic circles. The spread of writing, the
introduction of paper, the translation movement, and the encounter among Arab, Persian, Greek, and Indian
traditions all contributed to the remarkable formal and thematic expansion of Abbasid literature (23, 24). Thus,
literature became not only an aesthetic practice but also an institutional field in which political authority was
articulated, circulated, and evaluated.

A central part of this hidden geometry was the political economy of literary patronage, especially the practice
of sila, or financial reward. Abbasid caliphs and elites understood that money, gifts, land, and court access
were highly effective instruments for attracting poets, prose writers, secretaries, and scholars into the symbolic
orbit of power. Works such as al-Jahiz’s al-Bukhala’ reveal the economic dimensions of literary life, while
biographical and anecdotal sources show that poets such as Aba Nuwas could receive enormous rewards for
successful panegyrics (12, 19). Patronage, however, did not produce a simple relationship of dependence. On
the one hand, it tied writers to courtly power and made them materially invested in the preservation of the
political order; on the other hand, it gave them leisure, security, education, and professional status, allowing
literature to develop internal standards of excellence, innovation, and symbolic distinction. In Bourdieu’s
terms, this process helped form a relatively autonomous literary field in which economic capital, cultural
capital, and symbolic capital interacted in unstable and often contradictory ways (6). The emergence of badi ",
stylistic experimentation, ornate prose, independent lyric forms, and competitive poetic innovation shows that
Abbasid literature developed a logic that could not be reduced entirely to state propaganda (20, 21). This
relative autonomy is crucial to the argument of the article: the same patronage system that enabled official
praise also created the cultural conditions for literary ambiguity, indirect critique, aesthetic displacement, and
symbolic resistance. The Abbasid man of letters was therefore caught in a dialectic of dependence and
independence, simultaneously seeking patronage and preserving artistic authority.

The findings of the article show that Abbasid political literature operated through both legitimizing and
delegitimizing genres. Panegyric was the most visible mechanism of legitimacy-making, presenting the caliph
as the Prophet’s kinsman, the defender of religion, the possessor of divine radiance, the source of justice and
generosity, and the cosmic axis of order (15, 29, 30). Such poems transformed political rule into sacred image
and ceremonial language, making rebellion appear as disorder, ingratitude, or even opposition to divine will
(31). Yet the same literary field also produced powerful countercurrents. Shu ‘@ibiyya and epic memory revived
Iranian civilizational pride and challenged Arab genealogical superiority by invoking pre-Islamic models of
kingship and cultural refinement (9, 27, 32). Shi‘i poetry, especially elegiac and protest poetry centered on the
suffering of the Prophet’s family, directly contested Abbasid claims by portraying the Alids as the true bearers
of sacred legitimacy (12, 13). Lyric poetry, particularly in the work of Abt Nuwas, shifted aesthetic attention
from the praised ruler to love, wine, pleasure, and private experience, thereby weakening the monopoly of
courtly and religious values (22). Mystical discourse challenged the caliphate by replacing outward political
authority with inward spiritual walaya, while skeptical and philosophical poetry expanded the boundaries of
religious thought beyond official doctrine (14, 28). Finally, symbolic narratives such as Kalila wa Dimna and
the Magamat used animal fables, trickster figures, and urban satire to expose the fragility of kingship, the
danger of corrupt advisers, and the moral crises of bureaucratic society (17, 26).
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In conclusion, this extended abstract emphasizes that Abbasid political literature should be read neither as a
passive reflection of power nor as a simple instrument of court propaganda. It was a complex symbolic field
in which legitimacy was produced, aestheticized, negotiated, and undermined through multiple literary forms.
The metaphor of the hidden geometry of legitimacy helps explain how apparently different genres—panegyric,
advice literature, epic, lyric poetry, mystical discourse, satire, and narrative—were connected within a shared
political structure. Some genres openly served the caliphate by sanctifying the ruler and naturalizing obedience,
while others indirectly exposed the contradictions of Abbasid authority by shifting attention toward alternative
genealogies, spiritual hierarchies, private desires, ethical critique, and collective memories. The central
contribution of the article is therefore its interdisciplinary reading of literature as an active participant in the
making and unmaking of political authority. Abbasid literature did not merely describe the caliphate; it helped
construct the symbolic order through which the caliphate sought to be believed, feared, admired, and obeyed.
At the same time, by developing formal complexity and relative autonomy, literature created the very
conditions through which that order could be questioned. This dual movement gives Abbasid literature its
enduring historical significance and offers a broader model for analyzing the relationship between literary
form, symbolic power, and political legitimacy in other historical contexts.
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