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CrossMark

With the rise of the Abbasids to power, the Islamic world experienced
extensive political, social, and cultural transformations that the Abbasid
dynasty utilized to construct and reinforce its political legitimacy. Employing
a qualitative—analytical approach and integrating Antonio Gramsci’s theory of
cultural hegemony with Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, this study
examines the role of political developments in the formation and flourishing of
the scientific and cultural movement of Baghdad during the early Abbasid
Caliphate. The central hypothesis of the research is that Baghdad’s scientific
prosperity was not merely a cultural phenomenon but rather a political strategy
adopted by the Abbasids to establish cultural hegemony and consolidate
political legitimacy. The findings indicate that the Abbasids, through targeted
investment in cultural and scholarly institutions, succeeded in stabilizing their
intellectual dominance and utilized the cultural capital produced in Baghdad as
an instrument for legitimizing political authority. The promotion of scientific
achievements portrayed the Abbasids as patrons of knowledge and civilization,
thereby expanding ideological influence and reducing challenges to legitimacy,
particularly those posed by the Alids. Accordingly, the scientific and cultural
flourishing of Baghdad functioned as a mechanism of cultural engineering
aimed at achieving the long-term political objectives of the Abbasid Caliphate.
Keywords: Baghdad; Abbasid Caliphate; Cultural Capital; Legitimization;
Scientific Movement; Cultural Hegemony.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The early Abbasid period (132-232 AH / 750-847 CE) represents a decisive turning point in the
political and cultural history of the Islamic world, marked by the transfer of the center of power from the
Umayyads to a new dynasty that consciously sought to reconstruct the foundations of political legitimacy.
The establishment of Baghdad in 145 AH / 762 CE under the caliph al-Mansur was not merely an
administrative relocation but a foundational political act with far-reaching symbolic and ideological
implications. According to Baladhuri (1988), al-Mansur personally supervised the selection and planning
of the new capital, naming it Madinat al-Salam and situating his palace adjacent to the congregational
mosque at the geometric center of the circular city, thereby materially embodying the unity of political
and religious authority. Le Strange (1900) highlights the symbolic centralization inherent in the city’s
radial design, which visually projected the caliph as the axis of the Islamic world. Al-Duri (1375SH/1996)
further interprets the choice of Baghdad’s location as a strategic effort to anchor the Abbasid regime within
the heartlands of earlier Persian imperial traditions, thus appropriating elements of pre-Islamic prestige.
In light of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony (Gramsci, 1377SH/1998; 1402SH/2023), such institutional and
spatial reconfiguration can be understood as an attempt to establish intellectual-moral leadership beyond
coercive domination. The Abbasids faced significant challenges from rival claimants, particularly the
Alids, and required more than military superiority to secure consent. Eagleton (1381SH/2002) interprets
hegemony as the securing of subordinate consent through cultural means, while Bashrieh (1379SH/2000)
underscores the role of cultural institutions in sustaining ideological dominance. In this context, the
founding of Baghdad constituted the first stage in a broader project of cultural engineering designed to
convert political transformation into durable legitimacy through the production of symbolic capital.

The political relocation to Baghdad generated structural conditions for the systematic
accumulation of cultural capital, a process that can be analyzed through Bourdieu’s framework (Bourdieu,
1986). The Abbasids expanded administrative inclusion by integrating non-Arab Muslims (mawali),
particularly Khurasanians, into positions of influence, thereby transforming former revolutionary allies
into stakeholders within the regime (Halabi, 1372SH/1993). The city rapidly evolved into an economic
and intellectual hub, as noted by Haji Khalifa (1376SH/1997), whose geographical centrality facilitated
commercial and scholarly exchange. Salim Nouri (1990) emphasizes the Abbasid cultivation of cross-
civilizational contacts, while reports such as those of Maqdesi (n.d.) concerning al-Khwarizmi’s mission
to the Khazar lands illustrate the expansion of transregional scholarly networks. These developments
reflect what Bourdieu terms the institutionalization of cultural capital, whereby knowledge becomes
embedded within durable structures. The Abbasids’ patronage policies—appointing scholars to
administrative posts, hosting them at court, and integrating them into elite networks—transformed
intellectual production into an extension of statecraft (Jahshiyari, 1375SH/1996). By constructing
Baghdad as both a physical and symbolic center of learning, the caliphs laid the groundwork for converting
scholarly activity into a resource for political consolidation. Thus, the shift from Umayyad Syria to
Abbasid Iraq was simultaneously a geopolitical realignment and a reconfiguration of the cultural field in
which authority would henceforth be articulated.

The institutional crystallization of this project reached its apex in the establishment and
development of Bayt al-Hikmah (House of Wisdom), whose evolving function from royal archive to
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research institution has been examined by Karamati (1399SH/2020) and ihsanoglu (2023). Ibn al-Nadim
(1417AH/1997) distinguishes between khizanat al-kutub and Bayt al-Hikmah, indicating a conceptual
shift toward organized scholarly production under al-Ma’mun. Safadi (1420AH/1999) and Gutas
(1381SH/2002) debate its precise origins, attributing its formation variously to al-Mansur or Harun al-
Rashid, yet consensus affirms its pivotal role in the translation movement. 1bn Khaldun (1410AH/1990)
recounts al-Mansur’s request for Greek works such as Euclid, while Mas‘udi (1409AH/1989) and Qifti
(1371SH/1992) document the translation of Indian astronomical texts, including Sindhind. Ibn Juljul
(2005) and Ibn Abi Usaybia (1380SH/2001) describe Harun’s acquisition of books from Byzantine
territories and their translation under court supervision. The movement intensified under al-Ma’mun, as
Ibn al-Nadim (1417AH/1997) records the systematic translation of Greek, Syriac, Persian, and Indian
works. In Bourdieusian terms, these translated texts constituted objectified cultural capital, while the
scholars who internalized and expanded upon them embodied cultural capital in its incorporated form
(Bourdieu, 1986). The Abbasid state’s heavy investment in these enterprises enabled the transformation
of inherited knowledge into a distinctly Islamic intellectual tradition, thereby asserting civilizational
leadership and generating symbolic differentiation vis-a-vis both internal rivals and external polities.

Beyond translation, original composition and scholarly innovation expanded the intellectual field.
Zaydan (n.d.) notes the contribution of the Barmakid family in sponsoring Persian and Indian works, while
Mas‘udi (1409AH/1989) highlights Ibn Ishaq’s historiographical endeavors dedicated to the Abbasid
court. Developments in jurisprudence under figures such as Abu Hanifa and Malik further institutionalized
legal authority (Halabi, 1372SH/1993). The participation of Sunni scholars within the Abbasid court, as
documented by Ya‘qubi (1413AH/1992) and Dhahabi (1414AH/1993), reflects a deliberate strategy of
alignment with the demographic majority (Qaderi, 1375SH/1996). Even theological debates under al-
Ma’mun, including engagement with the Mu‘tazila, reveal the politicization of intellectual currents
(Khazri, 1384SH/2005; Baghdadi, 1977). Yusufvand (1390SH/2011) and Al-Duri (1998) emphasize how
Mu‘tazilite rationalism was mobilized to delegitimize Umayyad precedent and articulate Abbasid
ideological superiority. Through these mechanisms, scholarly prestige became convertible into symbolic
capital—recognized authority that enhanced the caliph’s standing. Dinawari (1421 AH/2000) portrays al-
Ma’mun as a luminous patron of knowledge, while Ahmad (1368SH/1989) underscores the dual
functional and symbolic roles of scholars within the court. The proliferation of intellectual life itself
became a form of political advertisement, as Ibn al-Nadim (1417AH/1997) observes that the abundance
of scholars served as a source of pride and propaganda for the caliphs.

The final stage in this process involved the conscious management of discourse and the
transformation of accumulated cultural capital into hegemonic dominance. Khatib Baghdadi
(1417AH/1997) reports al-Ma’mun’s conviction that rational argument, not coercion, secures lasting
victory. Mas‘udi (1409AH/1989) vividly describes al-Ma’mun’s meticulously staged scholarly
assemblies, where hospitality and decorum projected intellectual magnanimity. Sadug (1362SH/1983)
recounts similar gatherings orchestrated under official supervision. Such performances exemplify
Gramsci’s notion of intellectual-moral leadership (Gramsci, 1402SH/2023), whereby authority is
normalized through ritualized dialogue. By directing theological debates and endorsing specific currents,
the Abbasids subtly marginalized rival narratives, including Alid claims (Hassan Beigi & Bayat,
1404SH/2025). The circular reinforcement between political power and cultural production created a
feedback loop: institutional investment generated cultural capital; recognition of that capital produced
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symbolic prestige; prestige consolidated hegemonic consent. As Ibn al-Nadim (1417AH/1997) indicates,
the very density of scholarly activity became a signifier of Abbasid superiority. Through these intertwined
processes, the Abbasid regime succeeded in embedding its authority within the intellectual fabric of the
Islamic world, demonstrating that cultural hegemony—achieved through the orchestration of knowledge,
institutions, and symbolic representation—was as decisive as military conguest in sustaining the early
Abbasid Caliphate.

In conclusion, the flourishing of scientific and cultural life in early Abbasid Baghdad was not an
incidental byproduct of political stability but a carefully engineered strategy that linked urban planning,
institutional patronage, translation activity, scholarly production, and discursive management into a
coherent project of hegemonic legitimation. By transforming Baghdad into the unrivaled center of
intellectual life, the Abbasids converted accumulated cultural capital into symbolic authority and
embedded their rule within the normative consciousness of the Islamic elite, thereby forging a durable
synthesis between knowledge and power that defined the trajectory of classical Islamic civilization.
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