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Analyzing the intellectual perspective of reformist historians during the
reigns of Naser al-Din Shah and Mozaffar al-Din Shah regarding the
definition and nature of history as a discipline is one of the main
objectives of this article. Accordingly, the central question posed is:
What is the essence of history and its most significant functions in the
worldview of reformist historians of this era, and how has it influenced
their historiographical methodology? The findings of this study indicate
that Iranian intellectuals—particularly the reformist elite—were
significantly influenced by the intellectual and cultural transformations
of their time. The efforts of Persian historiography to approximate
modern historiographical methods led this group to formulate a new
definition of history as a science. This development reaches its peak in
the historiographical works of Nazem al-Islam Kermani and Mehdi
Malekzadeh. Both historians endeavor to distance themselves from
traditional historiography and align more closely with modern
historiographical paradigms. The impact of this shift is clearly evident
in their historical writings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The historical transition of Iranian historiography during the Qajar era, particularly under the
reigns of Naser al-Din Shah and Mozaffar al-Din Shah, marked a significant intellectual transformation
that redefined the nature and purpose of historical writing in Iran. Central to this transformation was the
gradual departure from traditional historiography characterized by courtly praise, rhetorical
embellishments, and limited critical inquiry, toward a more rational, analytical, and socially engaged form
of historical reflection. This movement was deeply influenced by the influx of Western ideas through
channels such as foreign education, translated works, and the establishment of modern institutions like
Dar al-Fonun and the School of Political Sciences, as well as the dissemination of print media. Reformist
historians such as Nazem al-Islam Kermani and Mehdi Malekzadeh epitomized this shift by questioning
the epistemological foundations of history and proposing new methodological and ethical standards for
historiographical practice. They sought to redefine history not merely as a chronicle of royal achievements,
but as a dynamic discipline capable of providing moral insight, promoting civic engagement, and
unveiling the socio-political structures that shaped Iranian society. This reorientation aligned Iranian
historiography with contemporary European paradigms, which emphasized critical evaluation, objectivity,
and the inclusion of marginalized voices, particularly the common people who had long been excluded
from historical narratives (Tajbakhsh, 1997).

During the reign of Naser al-Din Shah, various factors catalyzed this historiographical evolution.
The establishment of the printing press, the translation of European historical texts, the rise of secular
intellectual circles, and the weakening of traditional courtly patronage contributed to an environment ripe
for historiographical reform. Prominent figures like Mohammad Hassan Khan Etemad al-Saltaneh played
a pivotal role in this intellectual milieu by introducing new standards for historical inquiry. Etemad al-
Saltaneh, for instance, rejected the practice of mere courtly praise and instead emphasized the importance
of historical learning as a means of cultivating wisdom and insight (Etemad al-Saltaneh, 1984). Similarly,
Mirza Aga Khan Kermani underscored the scientific nature of history and advocated for a historiography
that could diagnose the moral and institutional failures of society (Nazem al-Islam Kermani, 2008). Drawing
from the rationalist critique of thinkers like Akhundzadeh and Seyyed Jamal al-Din Asadabadi, these
reformist historians rejected the ornate prose and poetic excesses of earlier chronicles, instead favoring a
prose style that was direct, critical, and accessible. They also critiqued the complicity of traditional
historians in legitimizing tyranny and neglecting the lived experiences of ordinary people. In this respect,
historians began to approach history not as an instrument of glorification but as a vehicle for social
critique, moral instruction, and national awakening (Adamiyat, 1970).

The transition to a modern historiographical ethos gained further momentum during the reign of
Mozaffar al-Din Shah. This period witnessed a loosening of political repression and a corresponding
expansion of intellectual freedom, which enabled historians to engage in more forthright critiques of
political authority and social injustice. Historians like Mirza Gholamhossein Afzal al-Molk endeavored to
strike a balance between loyalty to the state and a commitment to historical truth. While Afzal al-Molk
acknowledged the risks of criticizing royal figures, he nonetheless attempted to expose administrative
corruption and foreign interference, which he believed had contributed to Iran’s socio-political decline.
Although his writings still bore traces of traditional praise, they nonetheless reflected a heightened
awareness of historiography's potential as a tool of public accountability. Other historians, such as Haj
Zain al-Abedin Maraghei, though not professional historians, offered scathing critiques of the obscure and
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inaccessible style of traditional historical writing, advocating instead for clarity, simplicity, and public
engagement (Maraghei, 1969). These developments culminated in the Constitutional Revolution, which
represented not only a political turning point but also a profound reimagining of history as a discipline
centered on the struggles, aspirations, and agency of the people, rather than the deeds of monarchs and
elites (Rahimian, 2005).

Two seminal figures in this era of historiographical transformation were Nazem al-Islam Kermani
and Mehdi Malekzadeh. Nazem al-Islam, a teacher and journalist closely associated with the
Constitutional movement, authored the History of the Awakening of Iranians, a landmark work that
exemplified the reformist approach to history. His historiography was rooted in a belief that history should
serve as a moral guide for future generations by illuminating the causes of societal decline and the virtues
of civic courage. He rejected traditional forms of historiography that focused solely on the glorification of
kings and emphasized the importance of documenting the lives and contributions of ordinary citizens,
political activists, and intellectuals who had participated in the struggle for constitutionalism (Nazem al-
Islam Kermani, 2008). Influenced by his mentor Mirza Aga Khan Kermani and inspired by European
historical models, Nazem al-Islam adopted a prose style that was plain, direct, and journalistic in nature.
His commitment to comprehensive documentation, including dialogues, letters, and political leaflets,
underscored his belief in the democratization of historical knowledge. Moreover, his disdain for the
excessive use of poetry in historical texts reflected his conviction that history should aim for truth and
clarity rather than artistic embellishment (Zarinkoub, 2000). In this way, his historiography became both a
pedagogical tool and a political instrument, designed to awaken a collective sense of identity and
responsibility among Iranians.

Malekzadeh, another towering figure of Constitutional historiography, advanced many of these
themes while introducing a more explicitly analytical and philosophical dimension to historical writing.
As the son of the prominent constitutionalist Malek al-Motakallemin, Malekzadeh inherited a tradition of
political activism that informed his historical perspective. In the introduction to his History of the
Constitutional Revolution of Iran, Malekzadeh articulated a theory of history that emphasized the
integration of political, social, and cultural analysis. He argued that history had evolved from myth and
anecdote into a rigorous science that required critical reflection, empirical documentation, and analytical
precision (Malekzadeh, 2004). Citing unnamed philosophers, he described history as the collective memory
of humanity, which must be subjected to the "laboratory of critical thought™ in order to reveal its
underlying causes and meanings. He called upon historians to investigate not only the surface events but
also the deeper structural forces that shaped them. Malekzadeh’s emphasis on impartiality and objectivity,
however, was complicated by his evident biases. While he professed to write with fairness, his overt
hostility toward conservative religious figures and his admiration for reformist intellectuals reveal a clear
ideological orientation. Nevertheless, his willingness to critique even his allies when they deviated from
constitutional ideals demonstrated a commitment to ethical historiography and a belief in history’s role as
a guide for national progress (Tabari & Qasemi, 1996).

In sum, the transformation of Iranian historiography during the Qajar era, particularly through the
works of Nazem al-Islam Kermani and Mehdi Malekzadeh, illustrates a broader intellectual movement
that sought to redefine the purpose, methodology, and ethical responsibilities of historical writing. By
breaking away from the courtly traditions of the past and embracing a more rational, critical, and inclusive
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vision of history, these reformist historians laid the groundwork for a modern Iranian historiographical
tradition. Their emphasis on truth-telling, social responsibility, and civic education marked a decisive shift
toward a historiography that was not only reflective but also transformative. They envisioned history as a
mirror in which society could see both its past failures and future possibilities. In this way, their writings
transcended mere documentation to become acts of cultural and political engagement. They provided a
platform for voices previously silenced, advocated for historical consciousness among the public, and
offered models of intellectual courage in the face of authoritarianism. The enduring legacy of their work
lies in their affirmation that history, when pursued with integrity and insight, can be a powerful force for
collective awakening and national renewal.
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