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Five groups of religious elites—jurists, theologians, Qur’anic exegetes,
traditionists, and mystics—played a significant role in institutionalizing
political courtesy and flattery in Iran. This study examines the role of
theologians in this process. The central research question is: within the cultural
geography of Iran up to the tenth century, how did theologians employ Islamic
beliefs to praise, flatter, and legitimize political power? To answer this
question, the works of 1V prominent Sunni and Shi ‘i theologians were analyzed
through a combined methodological approach consisting of content analysis,
critical discourse analysis, and genealogy. The findings reveal an ideological
divide: the dominant Sunni discourse (Asharite—Maturidite), through concepts
such as “absolute obedience” and the “prohibition of rebellion,” reproduced a
“theology of order preservation” that legitimized ruling authority. In contrast,
Shi‘i (Imami and Zaydi) and Mu‘tazilite discourses, centered on the principles
of “justice” and “divine designation (nass),” represented a “theology of
protest.” This discursive struggle was shaped by geographical context (center
versus periphery) and historical fluctuations in political power (centralization
versus pluralism). Religious beliefs were transformed into instruments of
flattering authority through specific linguistic mechanisms, such as the
semantic distortion of concepts like “patience” (sabr) and “sedition” (fitna).
The study concludes that the culture of political flattery was not an inherent
phenomenon but rather a historical construct emerging from the alliance
between religious elites and political authority for the reproduction of the
dominant order. By uncovering the discursive roots of this phenomenon, the
study provides a basis for its critical examination within the public sphere.
Keywords: Islamic beliefs; critical discourse analysis; political courtesies;
theologians.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The relationship between language, knowledge, and power has long occupied a central place in
historical and sociological analyses of political culture. In the Islamic intellectual tradition, theological
discourse was not merely a body of abstract doctrinal propositions; rather, it functioned as a powerful
mechanism for constructing legitimacy, defining the boundaries of obedience and dissent, and shaping
collective political behavior. Within the cultural geography of Iran from the second to the tenth centuries,
political courtesy, flattery, and ritualized praise of rulers emerged as enduring features of political culture.
These practices were reinforced through theological concepts that transformed political authority into a
sacred institution and framed obedience as a religious obligation. The present study investigates how
theologians contributed to the institutionalization of this culture by employing Islamic beliefs and
doctrinal arguments in support of, or in opposition to, existing political structures. Theoretical inspiration
is drawn from the nexus of discourse, ideology, and power, particularly as articulated in critical discourse
studies and genealogical approaches to historical inquiry (Fairclough, Y+VY; Foucault, Y+ +V). Previous
scholarship has examined religious elites, political legitimacy, Islamic political thought, and the historical
sociology of clerical authority, yet no comprehensive study has focused specifically on the role of
theologians in the formation of political flattery as a distinct cultural phenomenon (Molki, Y+)A;
Abdurrahman, Y+ )9; Alam Khan, Y +)V; Hosseini, Y+ Y); Farooq, Y+ '%; Ansari, ¥ + Y A). This study therefore
seeks to fill a significant gap by examining the discursive mechanisms through which theological beliefs
were transformed into instruments for legitimizing, criticizing, or negotiating political power.

The study proceeds from the assumption that theological discourse functioned as a field of political
contestation rather than a neutral domain of religious reflection. Competing schools of theology articulated
divergent conceptions of authority, justice, obedience, rebellion, and legitimacy, thereby producing
distinct political orientations. Sunni Ash‘arite and Maturidite theologians generally emphasized social
order, communal stability, and obedience to rulers, even under conditions of injustice, whereas
Mu'tazilite, Imami Shi‘i, and Zaydi thinkers often developed more critical frameworks grounded in
justice, moral accountability, and legitimate leadership. The research hypothesizes that theologians
participated in the construction of political culture through the production of discourses that may be
described as a “theology of submission,” a “theology of order preservation,” or alternatively a “theology
of protest.” Such discourses shaped perceptions of political authority and influenced the extent to which
criticism of rulers was considered legitimate. The study also assumes that geographical location and
historical fluctuations in political centralization significantly affected theological attitudes toward power.
The distinction between political centers and peripheral regions, as well as between periods of
concentrated and fragmented authority, created different opportunities and constraints for theological
engagement with political structures. Consequently, political flattery is interpreted not as a timeless
cultural trait but as a historically contingent outcome of interactions among religious elites, political
institutions, and broader socio-cultural conditions (Fairclough, Y +)); Foucault, Y+ +V).

This study employed a historical-descriptive design combined with critical discourse analysis and
a genealogical approach. The population consisted of theologians active within the cultural geography of
Iran between the second and tenth centuries. Through purposive sampling, sixty-seven influential
theologians representing diverse Sunni and Shi‘i traditions were selected according to several criteria:
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possession of a major theological work, substantial intellectual influence, geographical association with
the Iranian cultural sphere, availability of primary texts, and representation of different historical periods
and theological schools. Data were collected directly from primary theological treatises and supplemented
by major historical and sectarian sources. Analysis proceeded through three interconnected stages. First,
quantitative and qualitative content analysis was used to classify theologians according to sectarian
affiliation, geographical location, and political orientation. Second, Norman Fairclough’s model of critical
discourse analysis was applied to investigate ideological vocabulary, linguistic structures, and relations
between discourse and power. Third, a Foucauldian genealogical method was employed to trace
discontinuities, continuities, and transformations in theological constructions of authority across time. To
avoid simplistic categorizations, the study developed a fifteen-category typology encompassing forms of
flattery, criticism, and silence. This framework ranged from opportunistic and ideological flatterers to
revolutionary critics, reformist critics, symbolic dissenters, quietists, pragmatic conservatives, and
alternative-oriented actors. Such classification enabled a nuanced understanding of the strategic and
situational rationality underlying theological engagement with political authority.

The findings reveal a pronounced ideological divide in theological approaches to political
authority. The dominant Sunni discourse, particularly within Ash‘arite and Maturidite traditions,
consistently emphasized obedience to rulers and opposition to rebellion. Major theologians such as Ibn
Furak, al-Isfarayini, al-Bagqillani, al-Juwayni, al-Ghazali, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Iji, al-Taftazani, al-
Jurjani, and al-Qushji portrayed political authority as a divine blessing, a guarantor of order, and a
necessary condition for religious and social stability. Recurrent concepts included the obligation of
obedience, the prohibition of revolt, the necessity of patience in the face of injustice, and the prevention
of fitna (civil strife). In many texts, rulers were represented as instruments of divine providence whose
authority derived legitimacy from their role in preserving communal order rather than from moral
perfection. Similar tendencies appeared among several Maturidite and Hanbali thinkers, who frequently
argued that even unjust rulers should be obeyed to avoid greater social disorder. The linguistic analysis
demonstrates that concepts such as patience, unity, obedience, and public welfare were systematically
linked to political submission. Through this process, theological discourse generated a powerful ideology
of order preservation in which resistance to authority was reframed as a threat to religion itself. As a result,
religious language became an important mechanism for legitimizing existing political arrangements and
cultivating a culture of political deference (al-Ghazali, Y¢Y¢ AH; al-Juwayni, )YVY AH; al-Taftazani,
VEYe AH; al-Tji, Y¢Y+ AH; al-Maturidi, ) ¢Y¢ AH).

In contrast to the dominant discourse of legitimization, Mu‘tazilite, Imami Shi‘i, and Zaydi
theologians articulated alternative frameworks centered on justice, moral responsibility, and legitimate
leadership. Mu ‘tazilite thinkers such as al-Balkhi and al-Malahimi rejected the unconditional acceptance
of political domination and argued that illegitimate rulers could be challenged or removed when justice
was violated. Their discourse emphasized human agency, moral accountability, and the conditional nature
of political authority. Imami theologians including Ibn Qibbah al-Razi, al-Mufid, al-Sharif al-Murtada, al-
Tusi, al-Hilli, and others grounded legitimacy in divinely designated and infallible leadership, thereby
denying full legitimacy to rulers lacking such qualifications. While some Shi ‘i scholars adopted pragmatic
or cautious positions under specific political circumstances, the broader discourse functioned as a critique
of prevailing political authority. Zaydi theologians advanced an even more activist conception,
maintaining that qualified leaders should actively rise against injustice and that resistance to tyranny
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constituted a religious duty. Across these traditions, concepts such as justice, divine designation (nass),
infallibility, moral virtue, and resistance to oppression formed the core vocabulary of what may be termed
a theology of protest. The genealogical analysis further demonstrates that the prominence of legitimizing
or oppositional discourses fluctuated according to political conditions. Centralized states tended to
encourage theological formulations supportive of authority, whereas peripheral regions and periods of
political fragmentation created greater space for dissenting theological voices. Religious concepts such as
sabr (patience) and fitna (sedition) emerged as key sites of discursive struggle, with competing groups
assigning them sharply different meanings in order to justify either obedience or resistance.

The study demonstrates that political flattery in the Islamic-Iranian context up to the tenth century
was neither an inherent cultural characteristic nor a simple consequence of religious doctrine. Rather, it
emerged through historically contingent interactions between theological knowledge and political power.
Theologians did not constitute a homogeneous intellectual class; instead, they occupied a spectrum of
positions ranging from active legitimizers of authority to reformist critics, revolutionary opponents,
strategic quietists, and symbolic dissenters. Their doctrines functioned as discursive resources that could
either reinforce or challenge political domination depending on historical context and institutional
location. The research further shows that religious concepts acquired political significance through
interpretive struggles over meaning. Terms associated with obedience, justice, patience, legitimacy, and
communal order were repeatedly redefined to serve competing political projects. Consequently, the
culture of political flattery should be understood as a historical construction produced through alliances
between segments of the religious elite and ruling authorities seeking to reproduce dominant social and
political orders. By uncovering these discursive foundations, the study contributes to a deeper
understanding of the historical roots of political conformity and provides a critical framework for
examining the continuing relationship between religious knowledge, language, and power in public life.
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