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During the Qajar period, the translation of historical texts into Persian
surged in response to pressing societal demands, yet this practice was far
from a purely historical exercise. Motivated by a desperate quest to
diagnose the roots of Iran’s backwardness and to find a viable path to
development, various translations emerged, with historical works drawing
substantial interest from courtiers, statesmen, and reformists. Employing a
historical methodology, this study critically examines the translation process
of these historical texts and analyzes their underlying political orientations.
It specifically investigates how political, cultural, and social factors
influenced these translations, exploring existing orientations such as
selectivity in content, deliberate distortions, and the strategic emphasis on
certain themes. The findings indicate that these translations were carried out
in a distinctly selective fashion, with their bias predominantly shaped by the
imperatives of power and a focused interest in the careers of prominent
European rulers. This selective process reveals that most translations were
politically charged, often aligned with modern state theory, and
fundamentally oriented toward identity-formation. As a result, while they
had a relatively modest impact on deepening Iranians’ understanding of
their own historical context and identity, they inadvertently set the stage for
major intellectual developments in the subsequent era.
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1. Introduction

Translations of historical texts into Persian during the Qajar period (1795-1925 CE) were never
politically neutral intellectual endeavors; they emerged as a direct and urgent response to Iran's
humiliating military defeats by Russia and the escalating diplomatic pressures exerted by
Britain and France. The Qajar court, operating within a fragile tribal and traditional structure
that lacked modern institutions, a regular army, and an efficient bureaucracy, found itself
increasingly incapable of competing with European powers. Through translation, the court
pursued two simultaneous and inherently contradictory objectives: first, "discovering the secret
of progress" by studying the biographies of powerful European monarchs such as Napoleon,
Peter the Great, Frederick the Great, and Louis XIV, in hopes of extracting practical political
and military solutions; and second, "restoring lost prestige" by reviving and glorifying Iran's
ancient past, thereby legitimizing the Qajars' own fragile authority and compensating for their
contemporary failures (Adamiyat, 1967; Farmanfarmaiyan, 2001; Shouhani, 2014). However,
these translations were by no means comprehensive or impartial; they were highly selective,
systematically censoring revolutionary ideas, critical political philosophy, and any content that
could potentially challenge the absolute monarchy. While a considerable body of research exists
on the general history of translation in Iran, no comprehensive study has specifically focused on
the political orientation and evolutionary trajectory of historical translations throughout the
entire Qajar period. The present study aims to fill this lacuna by examining how translation
processes evolved institutionally, how their content selection and ideological orientation
shifted—or persisted—over time, and ultimately how a court-controlled practice inadvertently
generated intellectual awakening and contributed to the theoretical foundations of the
Constitutional Revolution.

2. Materials and Methods

This research is descriptive-analytical in nature, employing a historical-critical approach
combined with qualitative content analysis. The corpus comprises all available translations of
historical texts from FEuropean languages—primarily French, English, and Russian—into
Persian during the period from 1210 to 1344 AH (approximately 1795-1925 CE). Sampling was
conducted purposively, based on two main criteria: the accessibility of the full translated text,
and clear identification of both the translator and the date of translation. Primary sources
included manuscripts, lithographic prints, travelogues, memoirs, and court chronicles preserved
at the National Library of Iran, the Majlis Library, and various digital archives. The independent
variable is the chronological period and its corresponding socio-political context, which we
divided into three major phases: the era of Fath-Ali Shah and Mohammad Shah, the long reign
of Nasser al-Din Shah, and the post-Nasseri period leading up to the Constitutional Revolution.
Dependent variables include: the institutional development of translation (from scattered
informal efforts to organized state bureaus), content selection patterns (proportion of political-
historical vs. other subjects), the degree of alignment with royal discourse versus critical
discourse, the identity-building and nationalist functions of translations, and the unintended
intellectual consequences that emerged over time. Background variables such as diplomatic
relations with France, Russia, and Britain, the influence of foreign advisors, and the dispatch of
students to Europe were also considered. Data analysis was performed using critical discourse
analysis, drawing on theories of the modern state and national identity, alongside historical
comparison across the three identified periods. Cross-referencing between multiple sources was
employed to ensure both validity and reliability.

3. Results

The translation process evolved through three distinct and progressively institutionalized stages.
In the first stage (Fath-Ali Shah and Mohammad Shah), translations were sporadic, scattered,
and largely mediated by Armenians, Zoroastrians, foreign advisors, and religious missionaries,
focusing mainly on military manuals, geographical accounts, and brief historical summaries
(Egbal Ashtiani, n.d.). In the second stage (the Naseri period, 1848-1896 CE), translation
became significantly institutionalized and centralized at the court through the dispatch of
students to Europe, the establishment of Dar al-Fonun (1851), Dar al-Tarjomeh-ye Naseri, and a
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formal state translators' bureau. Prominent translators such as Richard Khan, Mirza Malkam
Khan, and Mohammad Hassan Khan Etemad al-Saltaneh produced dozens of historical works,
including translations of Voltaire's History of Peter the Great, Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, and numerous biographies of Napoleon, Louis XIV, and Frederick the Great
(Adamiyat, 2019; Qasemi, 2000; Farmanfarmaiyan, 2001). In the third stage (from the late
Naseri period to the Constitutional movement), independent intellectuals—including
Akhundzadeh, Jalal al-Din Mirza, Kermani, and Mirza Yusof Etessam al-Molk—broke the
court's monopoly, translating critical, literary, and philosophical texts for broader public
consumption through emerging newspapers and journals (Arianpour, 1978; Adamiyat, 1970).
Regarding content orientation, the vast majority of historical translations focused on powerful
European rulers and the history of great states (France, Russia, Prussia, and the Roman Empire),
systematically avoiding works that discussed republican governance, civil rights, separation of
powers, or any form of anti-monarchical thought. More than thirty translated works from the
Naseri period remained as unpublished manuscripts archived in royal treasuries, indicating
deliberate censorship and containment (Shouhani, 2014; Gibbon, manuscript, 1868).
Simultaneously, however, translations of orientalist works-such as those by Herodotus, Sir John
Malcolm, and George Rawlinson-alongside adapted compilations like Etemad al-Saltaneh's
Dorar al-Tijan and Jalal al-Din Mirza's Nameh-ye Khosrowan, played a crucial role in
reconstructing Iranian national identity based on the grandeur of ancient Persia. This movement
gradually transformed traditional royal-centric historiography-which had been purely chronicle-
based, flattering, and uncritical-into a more documentary, evidence-based, and critical style of
historical writing (Adamiyat, 1967; Amanat, 1998; Mansourbakht et al., 2018).

4. Discussions and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that historical translations during the Qajar period were
fundamentally a political project, first and foremost designed to legitimize absolute monarchy
and to find immediate, instrumental solutions for the state's survival in the face of European
expansion. The marked increase in translation activity observed during Nasser al-Din Shah's
reign directly corresponded to heightened diplomatic pressures, military humiliations, and
growing awareness among the elite of Western technological and institutional advancements.
However, this quantitative growth was not matched by qualitative expansion, because the court
persistently selected only those works that reinforced royal imagery and avoided texts that could
introduce challenging political concepts. Despite this restrictive orientation, translations
acquired a dual and even subversive function once they reached non-governmental intellectuals.
The very same works intended to strengthen royal authority became instruments for criticizing
despotism, promoting modern political theories, and nurturing nationalist sentiments.
Remarkably, many former court translators—such as Malkam Khan, Mostashar al-Dowleh, and
Akhundzadeh—Ilater became leading theorists and activists of the Constitutional movement,
directly contributing to the theoretical and practical challenges to the monarchy they had once
served (Kasravi, 1984; Adamiyat, 1970; Ahmadi, 2021). This historical duality—translation
serving both to uphold and to undermine the monarchy—constitutes the unintended yet most
consequential legacy of the translation movement in Qajar Iran. Ultimately, while translations
were initiated to consolidate royal hegemony, they inadvertently laid the groundwork for the
theoretical transition from absolute monarchy to constitutionalism by fostering a documented
and glorified national identity, encouraging critical and evidence-based historiography, and
familiarizing Iranian intellectuals with modern political thought, constitutional principles, and
the ideals of civil society. These findings strongly underscore the inherent failure of selective,
state-controlled translation policies to contain the emancipatory potential of knowledge transfer,
and highlight the transformative power of translated texts in shaping political consciousness
even under repressive conditions.
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