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Comparison of Political Ethics in Ghaznavid-Era Iran (Based on Tarikh-e Beyhaqi) and the
Contemporary Period
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Abstract

Tarikh-e Beyhagqi, as one of the most prominent Persian historical-literary texts, reflects the moral values and counter-values
of the Ghaznavid era. This study aims to compare political ethics in the Ghaznavid period (with an emphasis on Tarikh-e
Beyhagqi) and the contemporary age. The research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative
approach. Historical data were extracted from Tarikh-e Beyhaqi and compared with modern examples of corruption, justice,
and pragmatism in politics. The findings indicate that in the Ghaznavid era, political ethics were heavily influenced by the
personal inclinations of rulers such as Sultan Mahmud and Masud, and concepts such as loyalty, betrayal, and justice were
often functions of personal relations and absolute power. In contrast, in the present era, the rule of law, supervisory
institutions, and the role of public opinion have to some extent reduced autocracy, although certain ethical patterns—such
as excessive pragmatism and administrative corruption—have persisted. The results reveal that the key difference between
the two periods lies in the institutionalization of mechanisms for controlling power; whereas in the Ghaznavid period the
absence of independent institutions led to the expansion of court intrigues and injustice, today mechanisms such as a free
press, elections, and anti-corruption bodies—though imperfect—provide the possibility of monitoring political ethics. This
study concludes that Tarikh-e Beyhaqi can serve as a mirror for understanding both the continuity and transformation of
political ethics over time, and it warns that weakness in supervisory institutions in any period can lead to the reproduction
of patterns of corruption and immorality.

Keywords: Political ethics, Tarikh-e Beyhaqi, Ghaznavids, contemporary politics, administrative corruption.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study examines the dynamics of political

ethics in Iran through a comparative analysis
of two historically distant yet structurally
resonant periods: the Ghaznavid era as
portrayed in  Bayhaqi’s History and
contemporary Iranian governance. Political
ethics in Iran has long been shaped by the
interplay of authority, legitimacy, moral
narratives, and institutional structures, and this
continuity renders a diachronic analysis
essential for understanding the ways in which
moral reasoning in politics evolves yet remains
embedded in persistent cultural logics.
Classical historiography, particularly
Bayhaqi’s History, provides a rare insider’s
view of how power was exercised, justified,
and contested in the Ghaznavid court, where
moral categories were profoundly intertwined
with the personal character and impulses of
the Sultan (15). Scholars of Persian
historiography  highlight that Bayhaqi’s
narrative constitutes not merely a chronicle but
a deeply reflective critique of political conduct,
revealing the subtle mechanisms through
which authority both constructs and corrodes
ethical norms (1, 6). In contrast, modern
Iranian political ethics is shaped by a complex

amalgam of constitutional law, ideological
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commitments, state institutions, and public
accountability mechanisms, yet it continues to
wrestle with structurally similar tensions
between power and morality. The extended
temporal comparison thus sheds light on how
political ethics is produced, negotiated, and
transformed across different institutional and
discursive frameworks.
The Ghaznavid period was characterized by a
form of patrimonial authority in which power
gravitated overwhelmingly around the Sultan,
whose moral disposition determined the
ethical climate of governance. Bayhaqi’s
accounts depict a political environment where
loyalty, betrayal, justice, and punishment
operated according to the Sultan’s emotional
and strategic calculations rather than
institutionalized norms of accountability (15).
Political theorists examining historical Iranian
governance note that such forms of
personalist rule align with Weber’s typology of
traditional authority, wherein legitimacy
derives from inherited norms and charismatic
leadership rather than rational-legal principles
(3)- The execution of Hasanak and the
manipulation of religious accusations illustrate
how ethics became instrumentalized for
political survival and consolidation of power.

Modern scholars of Iranian history argue that
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these patterns reveal early formations of a
politically expedient moral discourse that ties
virtue to obedience and frames dissent as
deviation (18, 23). These interpretations
support the argument that political ethics in the
Ghaznavid court functioned not as an
independent evaluative system but as a
rhetorical tool serving realpolitik imperatives.
The absence of institutional checks allowed
personal preferences, courtly intrigues, and
factional interests to dominate ethical
judgement, an observation that resonates with
broader analyses of medieval Persian political
culture (7).

In contrast, contemporary Iranian political
ethics operates within a framework shaped by
constitutionalism, revolutionary ideology, and
overlapping spheres of clerical and popular
sovereignty. The doctrine of velayat-e faqih,
theorized in the mid-20th century, established
the ethical authority of the jurist-ruler as a
central pillar of legitimate governance (20).
Scholars of Iranian political thought argue that
this framework creates a moral hierarchy in
which the preservation of the Islamic state
becomes the fundamental ethical criterion,
thereby producing a form of system-centered
morality (24). This contrasts with liberal-
democratic conceptions of political ethics,
which emphasize normative constraints on
power. Political sociologists examining post-
revolution governance note that although Iran
incorporates electoral institutions, separation
of powers, and oversight bodies, moral
judgement in political practice often reflects

the primacy of ideological imperatives over
procedural ethics (9, 10). This structure
positions political ethics at the intersection of
law, religion, and state interest, creating
frequent tensions between constitutional
ideals—such as justice, transparency, and
public participation—and the mechanisms
through which power is preserved and
exercised.

One of the key findings of the study is the
persistence of ethical ambiguity and the
instrumentalization of moral discourse across
both periods, despite significant differences in
institutional complexity. In the Ghaznavid era,
morality was personalized and fluid, shaped by
the Sultan’s temperament and the dynamics of
court politics. In the modern era, morality is
institutionalized  rhetorically  but  often
subordinated to strategic considerations such
as national security, revolutionary legitimacy,
or regime continuity. Analysts of Iranian
political ethics have noted that this tension
between moral ideals and practical
governance is a defining feature of the
contemporary state, where notions such as
“public interest” and “necessity” are invoked to
justify exceptional measures (2, 14). Similarly,
critical  political theory suggests that
discourses of morality in systems of
concentrated power tend to serve hegemonic
stabilization rather than ethical accountability
(4). Therefore, while modern Iran possesses
formal institutions that should, in theory,
constrain political behavior, the ethical

framework remains heavily influenced by
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overarching ideological narratives that
redefine morality in relation to state priorities.
Furthermore, the analysis highlights how the
structural conditions underpinning corruption
differ between the two periods yet lead to
functionally similar moral distortions. In the
Ghaznavid court, corruption thrived due to
centralized authority, lack of oversight, and
personal dependence on the Sultan. In
contemporary Iran, corruption emerges from
structural conditions such as a rentier
economy, the prominence of semi-
autonomous economic institutions, and limited
transparency—factors extensively examined
in modern political economy literature (8, 16).
While Bayhaqi’s narrative exposes corruption
as a moral failure tied to individual actors and
court factions, contemporary analyses show it
to be systemic, embedded in institutional
configurations and the flow of economic
resources. This shift from individualized to
systemic  corruption  underscores the
transformation of political ethics from a moral
psychology of rulers to a structural pathology
of governance. Yet, the ethical consequences
remain analogous: erosion of public trust,
consolidation of elite networks, and
rationalization of unethical practices through
appeals to necessity or ideological doctrine.

The comparative framework ultimately reveals
that the evolution of political ethics in Iran
reflects both historical continuities and
significant ideological reformulations. The
continuity lies in the recurrent subordination of

ethical norms to the logic of political survival

and the centrality of power as the definitive
metric of moral judgement. The transformation
lies in the shift from personalist authority to
institutional-ideological authority, expanding
the scope of moral justification while
simultaneously complicating accountability.
Contemporary Iranian political ethics operates
within a discursive field shaped by
revolutionary ideals, constitutional
commitments, clerical jurisprudence, and
popular expectations, producing a layered and
sometimes contradictory moral landscape.
Scholars of Iranian political culture argue that
such complexity reflects a broader historical
negotiation between tradition and modernity,
hierarchy and participation, divine law and
public reason (12, 17). By situating
contemporary conflicts within a longue-durée
historical trajectory, the study demonstrates
that political ethics in Iran cannot be
understood solely through institutional
analysis; rather, it must be interpreted through
the deeper cultural grammars and historical
narratives that continue to shape political

conduct.
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