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The Caliph al-Mustarshid was murdered in the year 529/1135, reportedly
by a group of Isma'ili assassins, who, according to many of our sources, were
hired by one or both of the Saljuq Sultans Sanjar and Mas'ud, his vassal. This
murder was, most unusually, followed by the suspiciously similar murder of
al-Mustarshid's son al-Rashid shortly thereafter. It should be noted that these
successive assassinations mark the only occasion in the four hundred years
between the 'Abbasid nadir in the ninth century and the end of the caliphate in
the thirteenth century that two successive caliphs met with an unnatural
demise. This double murder, which has never been closely analyzed by
historians,1 is significant not just as a historical curiosity, but for the light it
sheds on the political situation of the eastern Islamic empire generally at this
time, and Saljuq-caliphal relations in particular.
The traditional historical appraisal of Saljuq-Caliphal relations has closely
followed the official Saljuq version, described by Julie Meisami in the following
words: "From the outset, the Saljuqs…cultivated the image of themselves as
rescuers of the Sunni caliphate from Shi'i control, promoters of mainstream
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Sunnism…implacable foes of heterodoxy…and patrons of religious learning
and the 'ulama'."2 While parts of this marketing image undoubtedly had a
sound basis in empirical fact- the Saljuqs, and even more so their viziers, did
patronize religious learning and the 'ulama'3- other parts of this publicrelations package are inherently more problematic; for instance, the image of
the Saljuqs as the supposedly "implacable foes of heterodoxy" does not accord
very well with Ibn al-Jawzi's statement that Sultan Sanjar, when he set out to
fight his own nephew Mahmud in the year 513/1119, utilized the military
services of "thousands" of Isma'ili, and even infidel Turkish, soldiers.4 Further
holes have since been poked in the Saljuq mantle of Sunni piety by Carole
Hillenbrand, who has drawn attention to the lackluster record of the Saljuqs in
fighting the Isma'ilis during the period extending from the death of Mahmud b.
Malikshah in 1094 through the reign of Malikshah's grandson Mahmud b.
Muhammad.5
Perhaps the most unfounded component of the traditional wisdom, though,
is its rosy view of Saljuq-caliphal relations. Scholars have to a large degree
automatically assumed that since the Buyids were Shi'ites and the Saljuqs were
Sunnis, the 'Abbasids must have been far happier under the rule of the latter
than of the former. This view of happy, grateful collaboration between the
Saljuqs and the 'Abbasid caliphs was first seriously challenged several decades
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ago by George Makdisi, both in his article on "The Sunni Revival,"6 and, more
devastatingly, in his articles on the marriage of Toghril Beg and on SaljuqCaliphal relations through the reign of Malik-Shah.7 Yet, perhaps due to the
fact that Makdisi's research treated only the early part of Saljuq rule over the
caliphs- less than forty years out of nearly one hundred and forty- the "Saljuq
myth" has proven to be surprisingly impervious to empirical findings; the
result has been, in the best of cases, a modification rather than a discrediting of
the traditional wisdom regarding relations between the Saljuq sultans and their
caliphs. According to this modified view, the caliphs viewed the Saljuqs as
somewhat distasteful but reliable supporters and protectors of the caliphate.8
A closer look at Saljuq-caliphal relations in the twelfth century, however,
suggests that, from the point of view of the 'Abbasid caliphs, the Saljuqs were,
in practice, no better than the Buyids- indeed, they were probably worse, since
the official Sunnism of the Saljuqs, together with their greater political and
military strength, allowed them to treat the 'Abbasids in a manner in which the
Buyids were never able to indulge. There are many events contending for the
title of nadir of caliphal-Saljuqid relations- from the notorious marriages of
Toghril Beg and Malik Shah, to Nizam al-Mulk's alleged plan to abolish the
'Abbasid Caliphate;9 insults to caliphal envoys;10 and the constant coercion,
extortion, and interference in the caliph's court and affairs in which the Saljuq
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sultans engaged over the years.11 But surely the most dramatic point in the
history of those relations was reached in the turbulent events that took place
between 529/1135 and 532/1137, which involved the actual murder of two
caliphs and the deposition of one of them.
The background to these dramatic events was the internal disorder afflicting
the Great Saljuq empire- turmoil which began, to some degree, as far back as
the death of Malikshah in 1092, but worsened considerably after the death of
Malikshah's son Muhammad in 511/1118, when Western Iran and Iraq were
riven by the continual wars fought among the sons and grandsons of
Malikshah, their atabegs, and local dynasts.12 1118 was also the year in which
the caliph al-Mustarshid bi'llah ascended the throne. The sources inform us
that this caliph was not only a learned and pious transmitter of hadith,13 and an
exquisite calligrapher,14 but also "brave, and of far-reaching ambition."15 This
ambition found expression in al-Mustarshid's unremitting efforts to exploit
Saljuq weakness and disarray, as the various descendants of Malikshah battled
with and intrigued against one another, in order to revive the political power of
the 'Abbasid caliphs.16
Thus, al-Mustarshid became the first caliph in over a century to leave his
palace and city and lead armies.17 In 514/1120, while Sultan Mahmud was
preoccupied with the rebellion of his brother Mas'ud, the caliph first asserted
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himself by having alcoholic beverages seized and destroyed in the sultan's
market in Baghdad.18 Then, in 517/1123, allied with the Atabeg Aq-Sonqur
Bursuqi, the caliph personally led a victorious military campaign against the
Mazyadid ruler, one of the regional Arab dynasts.19 Again, the unusual nature
of this campaign must be emphasized: it was the first one to be led personally
by a caliph after a hundred years in which the caliphs rarely if ever left their
palaces, never took part in military activities- and, indeed, never even set foot
outside of Baghdad.
All of this caliphal activity began to worry the Saljuq sultans. In 520/1126,
Sultan Mahmud's shihna, or military commander, in Baghdad, the amir
Yurunqush, went to the sultan: "…He complained much about the caliph, and
he confirmed personally that the caliph sought rule [al-mulk], and that he had
left his house twice, but was defeated of his aim." The shihna further noted
that the caliph had been in political correspondence with all the Arab and
Kurdish amirs and tribal leaders in the area, and warned that if the matter were
not taken care of, the caliph's ambitions would soon result in the
destabilization of Saljuq rule.20
Up until this point, Sultan Mahmud had apparently been glad to enjoy alMustarshid's military help in ridding himself of his family rivals. In the
preceding year, 519/1125, Mahmud's brother Toghril b. Muhammad (who at
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this point enjoyed only the status of a "malik") had betaken himself to
Baghdad in attempt to win the sultanate. The Caliph had unsuccessfully fought
him and Toghril had plundered Baghdad.21 Mahmud had been delighted with
the Caliph's usefulness in battling Toghril, and had written to thank him for
this service.
By the following year, however, Sultan Mahmud's attitude had undergone a
fundamental change, as a result of both the shihna's warning and of an
additional warning directed to him from the Saljuq elder statesman and
Mahmud's liege lord, Sultan Sanjar in Khurasan.22 In the year 520/1126,
therefore, Mahmud besieged Baghdad- one of the very few historical instances
of such an event taking place.23 He managed to take part of the city, and the
caliph's house was plundered.24 The Caliph, however, emerged from this clash
with the upper hand; for he and his army kept up a stiff resistance from the
Western bank of the city, while the populace expressed its hostility toward the
Saljuqs not only by shooting a constant barrage of arrows at Mahmud's forces,
but also by hurling such taunts as: "O Batinis, O heretics, you have rebelled
against the Commander of the believers; your legal acts are invalid, and your
giving in marriage is legally unsound;"25 and "O Batini, why did you not decide
to raid Byzantium; you came [instead] to raid the caliph and the Muslims."26
Mahmud found himself in a position he could not sustain: he obviously
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could not win the battle without killing the caliph, but he was manifestly
unable to do that, either for political or for military reasons, or both (the
sources are unclear on this point). Eventually, he apologized to al-Mustarshid
and the two were reconciled.27 Al-Mustarshid emerged the clear winner from
his first military confrontation with a ruling Saljuq sultan. His next major
confrontation, though, was to prove fatal.
After the death of Mahmud in 525/1131, Iraq and Western Iran were
convulsed by several years of strife and contention among several different
candidates for the sultanate, while the caliph skillfully played off one rival
against the other and steadily built up his own power and army.28 In 529/1134
Sultan Mas'ud b. Muhammad, who had been scheming for years, finally
managed to establish himself in Baghdad, thus forestalling his rival and nephew
Da'ud, son of the late Sultan Mahmud. Shortly thereafter, war broke out
between al-Mustarshid and Sultan Mas'ud.
Our sources diverge quite strikingly regarding the cause of the conflict.
According to Zahir al-Din Nishapuri's Saljuqnama as well as to the other
historians who follow Zahir al-Din's account, the cause of al-Mustarshid's
going to battle Sultan Mas'ud was his overweening ambition; he wanted to take
for himself "the rulership of Iraq and Khurasan."29 Yet when we turn to other
early works we find some very different views of the circumstances
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surrounding al-Mustarshid's murder.
Some sources claim that political intrigue brought about the rift between the
caliph and the Saljuqs; in most accounts these political intrigues are attributed
to Mas'ud's dissatisfied Turkish amirs, who had defected to the Caliph's
service and then fomented war in an apparent attempt to use the caliph in their
own quarrel with their erstwhile Saljuq master. According to this version, the
intrigues of Sultan Mas'ud's wife and her ally the Atabeg Qara-Sunqur alienated
Mas'ud's other amirs, particular Yurun-qush. As a result, a group of powerful
amirs rebelled under the latter's leadership, were defeated militarily by Mas'ud,
and fled to the caliph. Yurun-qush then informed the caliph that Sultan Mas'ud
was intent upon deposing him, al-Mustarshid, "and this led to the killing of alMustarshid…."
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The implication here is that the wicked amirs fomented

baseless trouble between Mas'ud and Sanjar on the one hand, and the caliph on
the other, in order to serve their own political purposes. Indeed, some accounts
make that charge explicit.31
The situation as described in much greater detail by other sources, however,
seems to indicate that there was a rather strong empirical foundation underlying
the amirs' reports to al-Mustarshid regarding Mas'ud's and/or Sanjar's evil
intentions toward the caliph. That is, the amirs may actually have been
revealing accurate information to the caliph in order to achieve their ends, not
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just lying in order to manipulate him; Saljuq betrayal and scheming against the
caliph, on the part of both Sultans Sanjar and Mas'ud, was the underlying cause
in this case, not al-Mustarshid's delusions of grandeur.
Such Saljuq betrayal is variously said to have included treasonous
correspondence between Sanjar and one of al-Mustarshid's step-mothers;
Mas'ud's deletion of the caliph's name from the khutba in Hamadan;32 Mas'ud's
killing of the caliph's powerful ally, Aq-Sunqur al-Ahmadili; and Mas'ud's offer
of sanctuary to amirs in the caliph's service who had plotted to betray their
master. According to Ibn al-Jawzi, for instance, Sanjar had been scheming
against al-Mustarshid for years. In 526/1131f, the caliph caught one of his
stepmothers in correspondence with Sanjar, in which the latter expressed his
intention of attacking the 'Abbasid dynasty [dawla] itself; "This reached alMustarshid. He took the letter from her and this [letter] spurred him to go out
to the battle."33
Not only Sanjar, but Sultan Mas'ud, too, had been alarming the caliph. One
of our sources reports, without elaborating, that al-Mustarshid went to war
because he was afraid that Mas'ud was going to take over 'Iraq.34 Elsewhere we
read that about a year before al-Mustarshid set out to battle the sultan, Mas'ud
had killed the caliph's powerful ally, Aqsunqur al-Ahmadili, "and gave out
that the Batiniyya had killed him."35 The caliph, who had been on a military
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campaign in Mosul, immediately abandoned this activity " because he heard
that Mas'ud had betrayed [him], for he had killed Aqsunqur al-Ahmadili and
bestowed a robe of honor on [the Caliph's long-standing enemy] Dubays [the
Mazyadid]."36 There are several essential points to note in this last report:
first, we see that Mas'ud is known to have engaged in political murder and then
foisted the blame upon the Isma'ili Assassins. Second, it reveals that Mas'ud
had already betrayed the caliph and was machinating against him well before
war broke out between them.
Indeed, even some of the sources that blame the caliph for "rebelling" against
the Saljuqs note the historical background of enmity and distrust between the
Saljuqs and the caliph:
Hostilities had flared up between the sultan and the caliph
in the time of Sultan Mahmud, who went out and defeated the
caliph twice. When Mas'ud succeeded him, his deputies became
high-handed in Iraq and they opposed the caliph in his own lands.
Relations (between the sultan and the caliph) became strained and
al-Mustarshid collected troops, having seriously resolved to
rebel.37

Some of our sources also note that the caliph's distrust of Mas'ud was further
strengthened when he caught some of his amirs red-handed in treasonous
correspondence with Mas'ud's brother and ally, the Saljuq prince Toghril. The
treasonous amirs fled to Mas'ud, who ignored the caliph's demands that he
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return them to him for punishment.38
The last straw came in 529/1135, when the afore-mentioned group of
Mas'ud's senior amirs had a disagreement with their master and came to
Baghdad, "and they told of the wickedness of [Mas'ud's] heart."39 Furthermore,
according to some sources, the war was not started by the caliph, but by
Mas'ud; the casus belli was either his gathering his armies and starting out for
Iraq,40 or, alternatively, his deletion of the caliph's name from the khutba in
Hamadan.41 According to Ibn al-Athir, the caliph was still hesitant about the
undertaking, and it was that same group of Mas'ud's former amirs who
"depicted the journey to him in a favorable light, facilitated the matter for him,
and made the rule of Sultan Mas'ud seem weak to him."42
Whatever the origins of the conflict, the caliph at this point discontinued the
khutba in Mas'ud's name- according to at least one source, he deleted it from
the coinage as well43- but not his recognition of the Saljuqs; he substituted
instead the names of Sultans Sanjar and Mas'ud's rival Da'ud (the sultan of
Azerbayjan), and solicited a legal ruling from the fuqaha' authorizing war
against Mas'ud.44 The caliph then journeyed toward Hamadan, where Mas'ud
was camped with a large force.
All the lords of the area were in correspondence with the
Commander of the Believers, offering him their obedience, but he
tarried on his way; so Mas'ud was reconciled with most of
them…A group of the companions of al-Mustarshid slunk away,
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and there remained around 5,000; Zangi sent him aid but it did not
overtake him, and Da'ud b. Mahmud in Azerbayjan sent
messengers indicating that he should go to Dinawar so that Da'ud
b. Muhammad could offer service, but al-Mustarshid did not do
this.45

When battle was finally joined between the two sides, there was further
betrayal of the caliph. The left wing of the army went over to Mas'ud, and the
rest of the army took to its heels when it saw what had happened.46
Mas'ud took the caliph prisoner, and clearly did not know what to do with
him. Mas'ud's dilemma stemmed from the widespread popular support that the
caliph apparently enjoyed, at least in 'Iraq, which resulted in significant public
disturbances there after news of the caliph's captivity spread.47 The Saljuqs
were in a bind: on the one hand, the caliph was too dangerous to their power to
be tolerated; on the other hand, they apparently considered it too risky to
openly depose or execute him.48
While awaiting orders from his uncle and overlord Sanjar, Mas'ud carted alMustarshid along on an expedition against the caliph's erstwhile ally, Mas'ud's
nephew Da'ud b. Mahmud, in Azerbayjan. Some three months after the caliph
had been taken captive, in conjunction with the arrival of messengers from
Sanjar, a large group of men described as Batinis entered al-Mustarshid's tent 49which, in a suspiciously convenient fashion, had been struck apart from the
rest of the camp- and murdered the caliph, cutting off his nose and ears for
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good measure.50 For many of the medieval historians, there is nothing more- or,
at least, nothing more that it would be politic to mention- to that part of the
story; the Isma'ili assassins simply struck down an 'Abbasid caliph for the first
time in history.51
However, there is another historical school, which explicitly states that the
Saljuqs initiated the murder, using either actual or pretend Isma'ilis to
accomplish their goal.

One of the more detailed accounts of the events

surrounding the caliph's murder is found in Ibn al-Jawzi's chronicle. According
to Ibn al-Jawzi, Sultan Sanjar had sent an embassy whose loudly-trumpeted
aim was to order Mas'ud to go to his prisoner the caliph, beg his forgiveness,
and restore him to Baghdad. Apparently, however, Sanjar's messenger brought
with him not only a great army, but also seventeen Isma'ili assassins:
Some of the people say he did not know that they were with
him, but the rest disagree with that, and [note] that they had
organized to murder him, by separating [his] tent from their
tents; the Sultan went out, and with him the army, to meet the
envoy; and the Batinis assailed the Commander of the Faithful,
and stabbed him until they killed him, [together] with a group
of his companions…The army rode and surrounded the tent.
The group came out, for they had already finished; and they
were killed.52

Other sources states outright that "a group of the Batiniya sent by Sultan
Sanjar…attacked [the caliph] and killed him;"53 "And it was known from the
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concatenation of circumstances that Sanjar sent the Batiniyya to kill him, and
of his deeds he never undertook anything more hideous or more atrocious."54
Yet another source, however, squarely lays the murder entirely at Mas'ud's
door rather than Sanjar's, claiming that it was planned secretly by Mas'ud in
order to avoid complying with Sanjar's directive to restore the caliph, which
had been given in earnest.55 Suyuti reports both versions, but has no doubt that
one or both of the Saljuq rulers were behind the murder, referring to "the killing
of al-Mustarshid by trickery."56
Furthermore, there is a good deal of circumstantial evidence to support these
accusations in the sources. First of all, the Caliph was in Mas'ud's actual
custody, and was surrounded by guards until Mas'ud, for unknown reasons,
drew them away from the caliph after the arrival of the messengers.57 In other
words, circumstances had been made suspiciously easy for would-be assassins:
the caliph's tent was a little too conveniently isolated and unguarded. This
point was already noted by Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi:
Mas'ud maintained afterwards that he did not know about
them, but he lied; rather, he and Sanjar agreed upon the
assassination of the caliph and the proof of this is that Mas'ud
set apart for them a tent near to the caliph, and honored them
and his deed was not unknown to the people; however, he
strove to refute the charge- but it was not refuted.58

Second, the Caliph's continued existence clearly posed a threat and an
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embarrassment to Mas'ud; according to the sources, he had made the caliph
promise that he would never set foot outside his palace again should he be
returned to Baghdad.59 This promise, even if it had been enforceable, would
have severely damaged the Saljuqs' reputation by perpetuating their role as
caliphal jailors, and possibly destabilized their rule. Politically, even the
captivity of the Caliph was highly problematic; on hearing of the news,
A group of the 'amma of Baghdad rebelled, and they broke
the minbar… and stopped the khutba. They went out to the
markets loading dust on their heads, crying, and shouting, and
the women went out unveiled in the markets striking
themselves [in lamentation]; the supporters of the shihna and
the populace of Baghdad fought [one another], and more than
one hundred 150 of the populace were killed. The governor and
the major domo fled.60

Note that the caliph posed, on the contrary, no threat at all to the Isma'ilis.
It does seem significant that the only two caliphs ever murdered during Saljuq
times were precisely the only two who had taken up arms against a Saljuq
sultan, and who posed a grave political problem to them - particularly in light
of the fact that Mas'ud, as we mentioned earlier in connection with the murder
of the Caliph's ally Aq-Sunqur, is already known to have committed murder
and then attributed it to the Batinis. Also, this and the subsequent murder of
al-Rashid are the only instances in which Isma'ilis supposedly murdered a
caliph- and by the time al-Rashid was murdered, he was a deposed ex-caliph,
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so his symbolic value to the Isma'ilis was dubious.
Third, not only was the Batini group unusually large (comprising between
seventeen61 and twenty-four individuals62); according to all of the sources, even
the unsuspicious ones, the assassins were either among Sanjar's company or
even "among the guard Mas'ud had set over [al-Mustarshid]."63 Perhaps one or
two Isma'ilis having infiltrated the army unbeknownst to the Saljuqs would
have been credible; but dozens of them?
Finally, while there are additional arguments to be made, perhaps the most
convincing one is the subsequent course of events itself, particularly the
immediate estrangement between Mas'ud and the new caliph, al-Mustarshid's
son al-Rashid; al-Rashid's vehement insistence that the Saljuqs were
responsible for his father's murder; and the fact that al-Rashid died exactly the
same death as did his father. The murders of al-Mustarshid and al-Rashid are
therefore inseparable, and must be examined together, since according to all the
sources the second murder was a result of the previous one.
In the immediate aftermath of the murder of al-Mustarshid, Mas'ud, either
from a guilty conscience or in an attempt to deflect apparently widespread
blame from himself for the suspicious death of the caliph in his custody, killed
the Mazyadid amir Dubays b. Sadaqa on the pretext that it was Dubays who
stood behind the murder:64
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As for Sultan Mas'ud… his name and reputation were
ignominious…he began considering what thing would remove
from him the suspicion [of al-Mustarshid's murder] and
withdraw from him from the hearts [of others] the hidden
hatred, until he talked himself into killing the amir Dubays b.
Sadaqa…he thought that if he killed him people would attribute
to [Dubays] the killing of the caliph, and that the Sultan
because of this [guilt] did not allow him to live…
Between the martyrdom of the caliph and of Dubays there
was one month. And this instance also was shameful, and a
disgraceful dishonoring; and this atrocious crime was added to
the [previous] atrocious crime, and outrage followed outrage….
The sultan did not take notice… and did not show grief for
what he had caused; the flood of his greed overflowed , and the
sparks of his iniquity burned….65
In the meanwhile, the people of Baghdad and the 'Abbasid court, upon
hearing of al-Mustarshid's demise, immediately swore the oath of allegiance to
al-Mustarshid's son and heir apparent, Abu Ja'far Mansur al-Rashid Bi'llah.66
The Saljuqs, of course, had to follow suit; but al-Rashid is described by all the
sources- including those sources that neglected to mention the suspicions that
the Saljuq sultans were connected to the murder- as keen to avenge his father's
death upon Mas'ud; he, at least, had no doubts as to who stood immediately
behind the murder.67
According to some of the sources, Mas'ud very soon thereafter demanded
that Rashid pay the money that al-Mustarshid had apparently agreed to pay to
Mas'ud if he were restored to Baghdad. Al-Rashid sent back saying that "the
money promised by the Caliph [al-Mustarshid] was dependent on his being
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returned safely to his palace, but this did not happen, and I am held answerable
for blood vengeance. ..there is nothing between us but the sword."68 According
to other accounts, al-Rashid, without any additional provocation on Mas'ud's
part, was determined to avenge his father's blood; he accordingly began
gathering armies and allies- most notably the amir 'Imad al-Din Zengi and the
Saljuq ruler of Afghanistan, Da'ud b. Mahmud, whom Mas'ud had maneuvered
out of the sultanate of 'Iraq- to wreak vengeance upon Mas'ud;69 according to
several of the sources, he also deleted the name of the Saljuqs completely from
the coinage and the khutba.70
Upon Mas'ud's arrival in Baghdad with an army, al-Rashid fled the city.71
Mas'ud thereupon gathered all the religious scholars and professional witnesses
of Baghdad, forced them to declare al-Rashid deposed, and appointed the
brother of the late al-Mustarshid as the new caliph under the throne title alMuqtafi.72 Al-Rashid appealed to Sultan Sanjar for recourse, but Sanjar turned
him down with a polite but transparent excuse.73 Afterwards al-Rashid joined
forces with his late father's erstwhile ally, the Saljuq Sultan Da'ud of
Azerbayjan, and some powerful amirs, thus beginning to pose for the first time
a serious political threat to Mas'ud. Mas'ud, in fact, was defeated in one battle
by one of the caliph's allies; some of his most prominent amirs were killed, and
al-Rashid, emboldened, laid siege to Isfahan.74 According to one source,
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Mas'ud's caliph in Baghdad, al-Muqtafi, was so daunted at this point that he
wished to flee to the swamps. 75
Precisely at the juncture, when al-Rashid finally began to pose a serious
threat, he, too, was conveniently murdered, according to most sources by a
group of alleged Batinis.76 According to at least one source, these supposed
Batinis were acting on commission: "Sanjar and Mas'ud sent them to [alRashid], and they came and killed him just as they had killed his father."77
The murders of al-Mustarshid and al-Rashid, together with the events that
precipitated and followed these murders, reveal a great deal about the state of
Saljuq-caliphal relations in the frequently-overlooked mid-Saljuq period. First
and foremost, this series of events raises grave doubts regarding the traditional
belief of historians in the Saljuq claim to be the 'Abbasids' supposed saviors
from the Buyids, and their great defenders and champions. If we compare the
frequency of caliphal deposition and murder, the Buyids deposed two
caliphs;78 but these were the only depositions they performed. The Buyids,
with all their poor treatment of the 'Abbasids, never murdered a caliph.
The Saljuqs, on the other hand, deposed only al-Rashid, but they also
threatened to, and nearly did, depose some additional caliphs: Malik-shah, for
instance, wanted to depose al-Muqtadi, but conveniently died a sudden death
before he could do so;79 while al-Muqtafi, the unfortunate al-Rashid's Saljuq-
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appointed replacement, was at one point placed under siege by Mas'ud's
successor until he capitulated to Saljuq wishes.80
In the matter of murder, the Saljuq era was likewise not a good one for the
caliphs. Although many historians are under the mistaken impression that from
the time of their decline in the ninth century, 'Abbasid caliphs were as easily
and frequently liquidated as are former Russian spies today, this was simply
not the historical reality. In the nearly four hundred years between the end of
the 'Abbasid nadir in 870 and the killing of the last 'Abbasid caliph in 1258,
with only one exception,81 no caliph was ever murdered by a non-family
member except al-Mustarshid and al-Rashid. The fact that two caliphs in
succession were done away with is therefore a startlingly unusual sequence of
events, something unparalleled since the dark days of Samarra' some two
hundred and seventy years before. It is also highly significant that the only two
caliphs to meet such an extraordinary fate were the only caliphs who actually
took up arms against a Saljuq sultan. Whereas the Buyids only deposed, the
Saljuqs both deposed and, apparently, disposed.
Then there is the matter of Saljuq versus Buyid treatment of the 'Abbasid
capital, Baghdad, and to what degree they respected its sanctity as the caliphal
seat. We have already mentioned Sultan Mahmud's partial siege of Baghdad
during al-Mustarshid's reign. Not counting that incident and other "minor"
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ones, LeStrange notes that Baghdad was besieged only four times from its
founding until the fifth and final siege of the Mongols that ended in the
destruction of the caliphate. Two of the five sieges LeStrange considers major
enough to count- that is, half the pre-Mongol total- were carried out by Saljuq
sultans.82 This, obviously, was something that had not occurred under the
Buyids. Equally obviously, this relatively restrained behavior on the part of
the Buyids was not due to any love or piety on the part of the Buyids toward
the 'Abbasids. Yet it is immaterial for our present analysis whether the reason
for this relative restraint was caliphal weakness under the Buyids, the actual
Buyid physical presence in Baghdad, Buyid lack of daring, or their lack of the
political security that would permit them to treat the caliphal seat in the same
high-handed fashion as did the Saljuqs; the empirical fact remains that the
Saljuq sultans engaged in at least two (depending upon what one includes in the
count) destructive and humiliating sieges of the 'Abbasid caliph and his capital.
Looking at the various measures taken against the caliphs by the Buyids and
the Saljuqs respectively, one is led to the paradoxical conclusion that the
Sunnism of the Saljuqs enabled them to treat the Sunni caliph far more
peremptorily than did the Shi'ite Buyids; if one compares the empirical
behavior of the two dynasties toward the 'Abbasids, the yoke of the Sunni
Saljuqs was probably the harder one for the caliphs to bear. The objective
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measurements listed above, together with the attempts of the caliphs from alMustarshid onward to undermine the Saljuqs in every way possible, lead to the
ineluctable conclusion that the 'Abbasid caliphs, pace current scholarly
consensus on the subject, did not regard the Saljuqs in a friendly light.
Finally, this episode of the successive caliphal murders, when viewed in the
context of the constant friction between the Saljuqs and the Caliphs throughout
the entire Saljuq period, and the unremitting efforts of all the caliphs from alMustarshid onwards to free themselves of the Saljuq yoke, indicates that the
neat theories being formulated during the Saljuq period, according to which
there should be a harmonious division of political and religious authority
between the sultan and the caliph respectively, were never accepted by the
'Abbasids- nor, indeed, by the Sunni populace of Baghdad. Again, this fact was
noted long ago by George Makdisi regarding the early period of Saljuq rule,83
and even more strongly by Henri Laoust,84 but for some inexplicable reason it
has failed to make a serious dent in historians' acceptance of the official Saljuq
line.
This long-neglected series of sensational events, and the career of alMustarshid generally, also allow us to trace the revival of 'Abbasid power
further back than is generally accepted.85 Although the 'Abbasids did not
finally succeed in restoring the political fortunes of the caliphate until several
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decades later, in the reign of the Caliph al-Nasir, the roots of that success lie in
the efforts of al-Mustarshid.86 Above all, though, the story of the murders of
al-Mustarshid and al-Rashid helps to supply the missing context and
counterpoint of the Saljuq reaction to 'Abbasid efforts to rehabilitate their
worldly affairs. It illustrates how the 'Abbasid attempt to retrieve their old
glory aroused the determined opposition of their supposed Saljuq protectorsan opposition that in at least two cases turned quite deadly.
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