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Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, at times one title has gained prominence in the realms
of religion and politics, while at other times the other title has taken
precedence. In some cases, they have even been used interchangeably. This
article, conducted with a descriptive-analytical approach and a documentary
method, first briefly describes the evolution and transformation of the
positions of Caliph and Sultan in the Islamic world, until the revival of the
Caliphate becomes a desire, at least in the lands of the Eastern Caliphate.
Following this, the role and impact of Imam Fakhr al-Razi's (543-606 AH)
views are elaborated upon, as he is considered by the author to be one of the
most serious theorists of Islamic kingship and monarchy before the fall of the
Baghdad Caliphate, supported by credible documents and sources. In this
article, it is demonstrated that Muslim thinkers generally, according to their
times and circumstances, have mixed or swapped the positions of Caliph and
Sultan based on expediency aimed at preserving the Islamic community from
chaos and legitimizing their own patrons, always viewing the Sultan as
subordinate to the Caliph. However, Imam Fakhr al-Razi, influenced by
Greek philosophers and his unique interpretations of Islamic jurisprudential
and theological principles, regarded the positions of Caliph and Sultan as
equal and viewed them in parallel. He seriously paved the way for kingship
and monarchy without the presence of a Caliph for later thinkers.
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1. Introduction

During the Islamic era, the titles of Caliph and Sultan have been frequently used; however, there
has not been a consistent approach in defining their roles throughout history. The institution of the
Caliphate, which emerged after the passing of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in 11 AH, was the
dominant form of governance in the Islamic world and continued until 656 AH (the fall of Baghdad
during the Mongol invasion). On the other hand, the institution of monarchy in Islamic Iran and the
broader Islamic world, despite some similarities, possesses unique characteristics that distinguish it
from pre-Islamic forms. These differences and characteristics are clearly observable in the works
and writings of jurists and other thinkers.

From the perspective of Muslim thinkers, these two titles have had different applications over
the centuries; at times one has gained prominence over the other in religious and political arenas,
and in some instances, they have been used interchangeably. Generally, these thinkers have,
according to the circumstances of their time and without regard to their original contexts, conflated
or interchanged the roles of Caliph and Sultan based on a pragmatic approach aimed at preserving
the Islamic community from chaos and legitimizing their own authority. Meanwhile, Imam Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi, influenced by Greek philosophers and his unique interpretations of Islamic
jurisprudential and theological foundations, addressed the roles of Caliph and Sultan within the
governance system of the Islamic world. This paper aims to elucidate this issue as perceived by
earlier scholars while seeking to answer the central question: What is Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's
theory regarding this matter?

2. Research Methodology

This article is written with a descriptive-analytical approach using documentary methods. It briefly
describes the roles of Caliph and Sultan according to the views of thinkers in the Islamic world
while elaborating on Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's specific theory on this matter. The significance
of this research lies in understanding this theory and its necessity concerning Muslims' attention to
forming and maintaining an Islamic state over time.

Regarding the roles of Caliph and Sultan, which is the main issue of this research, numerous
discussions can be found in the works of earlier scholars, including Al-Mawardi in "Al-Ahkam al-
Sultaniyyah,” Al-Ghazali in "Nasihat al-Muluk™ and "Al-Mustazhari,” Fakhr al-Din al-Razi in "Al-
Jami' al-Ulum," Khawaja Nizam al-Mulk in "Sirat al-Muluk,” Roozbahan Khunji in "Suluk al-
Muluk," and others. Among later scholars, Bartold has seriously addressed the topic of Caliph and
Sultan. Additionally, scholars such as Anthony Black, Alan Lemton, Hamid Enayat, Davood Fairhi,
Seyyed Javad Tabatabai, Kamal Poladi, and others have also touched upon this issue in their various
works, some of which are listed in the references. Notably, articles by Najarzadegan on "Revisiting
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Views on the Legitimacy of Obedience to Authority," Grieve on "Untold
Aspects of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's Life and His Supporters,” Rahmat Abadi on "Critique and
Examination of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Views and Doubts Regarding Imamate and Immediate
Caliphate in 'Al-Tafsir al-Kabir',"” Yazdi on "Responses to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Doubts on
Imamate,” among others, provide valuable insights that have been critically utilized.
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3. Discussion

Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi emerged during the height of Sultan Tekesh's power and Sultan
Muhammad Khwarezmshah's efforts to restore the authority of the Caliphate. In his works and
correspondence regarding political matters, he presented views that, although not extensive, are
highly thought-provoking. Contrary to some researchers who accuse him of merely repeating others'
opinions and confusing the titles of Caliph and Sultan (Tabatabai, 1987: 694-681), | argue that
Fakhr al-Din's perspective is novel and very insightful.

Imam Fakhr, considering his education, the circumstances of his time, and the regions he
traveled to (the territories of the Ghurids and Khwarezmshah) (Gryffel, 2021: 71), engaged in
contemplation of political matters. Apart from his philosophical and theological writings, in certain
sections of his famous work, the encyclopedia "Jami' al-Ulum,” which he wrote around the years
574-575 AH for the Khwarezmshah Takesh (reign 568-596 AH), he specifically addressed history,
politics, and the etiquette of kingship.

Unlike Al-Ghazali, who establishes a hierarchical relationship between Caliph and Sultan by
viewing the Caliph as a legitimizing figure for the Sultan, Fakhr al-Din considers both as parallel
entities: "...the order of the world cannot exist without a king. From this statement, it is clear that
the king is God's representative” (Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, 2003: 465). This indicates that the
legitimacy of the Khwarezmian Sultan is derived directly from God, similar to that of the Abbasid
Caliph. In fact, while he respects the position of Sultan to maintain unity within the Islamic
community, he also affirms the role of Caliph.

Ultimately, it can be said that realities and conditions including the weakening of the Caliphate
and the increasing power of sultans especially from the era of Azod al-Dawlah when the relationship
between Caliph-emir transformed into a parallel relationship between Caliph-king, even elevating
kings above Caliphs (Khezri, 2000: 163), compelled Muslim thinkers to recognize the Sultan's
authority alongside that of the Caliph. However, Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's theories, articulated
between 574 and 575 AH when he wrote "Al-Jami' al-Ulum" for Sultan Tekesh and referred to him
as an absolute ruler, as well as his letter to Sultan Muhammad Khwarezmshah a few years before
his death in 606 AH, where he also deemed him an absolute ruler, contain significant insights. We
should note that it has not been explicitly stated that the Caliph and Sultan are each, without
intermediary, the representatives of the Prophet and the vicegerents of God, and that the absence of
one of them does not create an issue for preserving the Islamic community. Imam Fakhr al-Razi
was not bound by the theories of his predecessors regarding the legitimacy of the Caliphate, the
conditions for election, and the characteristics of a Caliph. He is a theorist of Islamic kingship and
monarchy, serving as a substitute for the declining Abbasid Caliphate. This is the theorization of
the horizontal relationship between the Caliph and Sultan, which is precisely observable in the
disputes between Al-Nasir li-Din Allah on one side and Sultan Tekesh and Sultan Muhammad
Khwarezmshah, as the patrons of Imam Fakhr al-Razi, on the other.

4. Conclusion

In response to the question of what caused and how the transformation of the two titles of Caliph
and Sultan occurred over time, this hypothesis has been proven: Muslim thinkers, according to the
circumstances of their time, have utilized the titles of Caliph and Sultan based on expediency
without regard to their original contexts primarily for the purpose of preserving the Islamic
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community from chaos and legitimizing their own patrons. However, they never theoretically
regarded the position of Caliph as equivalent to that of Sultan. Yet, Imam Fakhr al-Razi, influenced
by Greek philosophers and his unique interpretations of Islamic jurisprudential and theological
principles, used the titles Caliph and Sultan interchangeably. By stating that both the Caliph and
Sultan are each directly the representatives of the Prophet and vicegerents of God and are equal to
one another, he deemed them equally legitimate. In this way, he seriously paved the way for
kingship and monarchy without the presence of a Caliph.
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