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This article examines Iranian perceptions of Russians and the English before the
nineteenth century and argues that these perceptions were neither entirely hostile nor
simply admiring. Rather, they developed within a spectrum of suspicion, caution,
pragmatism, curiosity, and selective admiration. Before the Russo-lranian wars,
imposed treaties, and intensified Anglo-Russian imperial rivalry transformed Iranian
political consciousness in the nineteenth century, Iranian experiences of these two
powers were shaped mainly through trade, diplomacy, border contacts, maritime
presence, commodity exchange, missionary activity, and courtly relations. Russians
entered Iranian perception primarily through the northern frontier, the Caucasus, the
Caspian Sea, and overland commerce, and gradually became associated with military
power, border anxiety, and territorial expansion. By contrast, the English were known
largely through the Persian Gulf, navigation, the East India Company, maritime trade,
and rivalry with the Portuguese; their image was connected to commercial skill,
technical capacity, naval power, and economic influence. The findings indicate that
Iranian suspicion toward both powers derived from religious difference, cultural
distance, political anxiety, commercial competition, and awareness of their military
and economic capabilities. Yet these same capabilities also generated admiration and
selective attention. lIranians distrusted foreign intentions, but they also recognized
English maritime strength, Russian military organization, European goods,
commercial methods, and diplomatic skill. The article concludes that the pre-
nineteenth-century period was a formative stage in the emergence of a dual Iranian
mentality toward Russians and the English. These powers were viewed simultaneously
as useful and dangerous, impressive and suspect, culturally distant yet practically
significant. This dual perception later became one of the major foundations of
nineteenth-century Iranian political and historical thought, especially as Russian
expansion and British influence became increasingly central to Iran’s foreign relations.
Keywords: Pre-Qajar Iran; Russia; England; Safavid Iran; Persian Gulf; Caucasus;
Iranian foreign relations; historical perception
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines Iranians’ perceptions of Russians and the English before the nineteenth
century, focusing on the gradual movement of these perceptions between suspicion, pragmatic
engagement, and selective admiration. The central problem addressed in the article is that Iranian views
of these two foreign powers cannot be reduced to a simple opposition between hostility and attraction;
rather, they emerged from a multilayered historical experience shaped by diplomacy, trade, religion,
military encounters, border anxieties, maritime politics, and the circulation of goods and information.
Before the decisive nineteenth-century crises of Russo-Iranian wars, unequal treaties, British imperial
pressure, and intensified Great Power rivalry, Iranian encounters with Russians and the English were more
fluid and situational. In the Safavid period, contact with European and northern powers was closely related
to the state’s strategic needs, especially the search for commercial routes, anti-Ottoman diplomatic
possibilities, and the management of silk exports (Nava'i, 1998). The English entered Iranian perception
primarily through maritime trade, the Persian Gulf, the East India Company, and their role in regional
commercial rivalries (Ferrier, 1985). Russians, by contrast, were increasingly associated with the northern
frontier, Muscovy, the Caspian route, the Caucasus, and overland trade networks (Kajbaf et al., 2018). The
article therefore argues that Iranian perceptions of Russians and the English before the nineteenth century
were formed through different geographical and political pathways: Russia was imagined mainly as a
landward, northern, and gradually expanding power, while England was understood as a maritime,
commercial, and increasingly strategic actor.

The historical background of these perceptions lies primarily in the Safavid state’s engagement
with the wider world. Safavid Iran did not encounter Russians and the English in isolation, but within a
broader geopolitical environment marked by Ottoman rivalry, silk diplomacy, Armenian commercial
networks, Portuguese and Dutch competition, and the growing presence of European trading companies.
Safavid foreign policy toward Europe was neither purely ideological nor naively open; it was shaped by
political calculation, dynastic interest, and the need to diversify alliances and trade routes (Nava'i, 1993).
Shah Abbas I’s reign represents a key moment in this process because the Safavid court increasingly
recognized the political and economic value of relations with European actors while maintaining religious
and cultural distance from them (Falsafi, 1966). English involvement in the Persian Gulf, especially in
connection with the weakening of Portuguese power and the reorganization of maritime trade, made the
English visible to Iranian elites as bearers of naval capacity and commercial expertise (Floor, 2006).
Meanwhile, Russian-Iranian relations developed through overland and Caspian routes, and the trade in
silk between Safavid Iran and Muscovy reveals that Russia could function as a transit partner and a
political-commercial intermediary (Matthee, 1994). Armenian merchants also played a crucial role in
connecting Safavid Iran to broader Eurasian and European trade networks, shaping Iranian familiarity
with foreign markets, Christian intermediaries, and non-Muslim commercial agents (Arab-Hashemi, 2004).
Thus, from the outset, Iranian perceptions of Russians and the English were mediated by practical
experience rather than abstract cultural imagination alone.

Suspicion constituted one of the most persistent elements in Iranian attitudes toward both Russians
and the English, although the sources and forms of suspicion differed. Religious and cultural difference
provided an initial basis for caution, as both Russians and the English belonged to the Christian world and
could be perceived through the broader category of Europeans, Franks, or non-Muslim foreigners (Matthee,
1998). Yet suspicion was not merely a product of religious distance. In the case of Russia, distrust was



increasingly linked to geography, borderlands, and the strategic vulnerability of Iran’s northern regions.
The Caucasus, Caspian littoral, and commercial routes connecting Iran to Muscovy gradually became
spaces where trade and security overlapped (Ranjbar et al., 2012). Studies of Safavid Iran-Russia relations
show that what began largely as diplomatic and commercial interaction gradually acquired security
implications as Russia’s regional weight increased (Kajbaf et al., 2018). In the case of the English, suspicion
had a more commercial and maritime character. The English were not immediate land neighbors, but their
ships, companies, merchants, and representatives entered Iranian experience through the Persian Gulf and
Indian Ocean economy (Taheri, 1975). The very qualities that made them useful—naval power,
commercial discipline, and access to long-distance trade—also made them suspect. Iranian elites could
admire English usefulness against rivals such as the Portuguese while remaining alert to the possibility
that trade could conceal political ambition (Ferrier, 1985). This duality explains why suspicion was not an
obstacle to interaction; rather, it structured the terms on which interaction was interpreted.

At the same time, Iranian perceptions also contained elements of admiration, curiosity, and
selective appreciation. The English were admired most clearly for their maritime skill, naval technology,
commercial organization, and ability to operate across long-distance networks. Their presence in the
Persian Gulf exposed Iranian political actors to a form of power that differed from the traditional land-
based military power familiar in Iranian-Ottoman rivalries (Floor, 2006). The English ship, cannon,
company, and merchant became visible signs of a broader commercial and technical world. Iranian
admiration, however, did not necessarily mean cultural submission or ideological fascination; it was often
practical and selective, directed toward useful skills, objects, and capacities. Similarly, Russia generated
a different kind of admiration. As Muscovy and later imperial Russia grew in strength, Iranian observers
increasingly recognized Russian military and administrative capacity, especially as Russian influence
moved closer to the Caucasus and the northern frontier (Atkin, 1980). The trade connections between Iran
and Russia also made clear that Russia could serve as an important route to European markets and a
participant in Safavid economic strategy (Matthee, 1994). Material goods, diplomatic reports, merchants’
accounts, and the presence of foreign agents all contributed to a more complex Iranian image of Europe
and its neighboring powers (Matthee, 1998). Sources such as the Carmelite documents from the age of
Shah Abbas reveal that Iranian encounters with Europeans were not confined to state diplomacy; they also
involved missionaries, translators, intermediaries, and everyday negotiations over status, belief, access,
and knowledge (Sotudeh, 2004). In this context, admiration was inseparable from caution, because the same
capacities that impressed Iranian elites also signaled the possibility of external pressure.

The article further demonstrates that Iranian views of Russians and the English changed
significantly from the Safavid period to the threshold of the nineteenth century. During the high Safavid
period, both Russians and the English could still be understood primarily within the framework of trade,
diplomacy, and strategic utility. Safavid chronicles and later historical accounts show that the court’s
engagement with foreign powers was guided by political interest and by the effort to strengthen Iran’s
position in regional and international affairs (Monshi, 1978). By the Afsharid and Zand periods, however,
internal instability, military campaigns, and shifts in regional power transformed the meaning of foreign
relations. The Afsharid era, marked by social disruption and military mobilization, created a context in
which foreign powers were increasingly evaluated according to their strategic consequences rather than
merely their commercial value (Shabani, 1986). By the late eighteenth century, Russia’s southward
expansion and growing involvement in the Caucasus made it appear less as a distant commercial partner



and more as a potential territorial threat (Atkin, 1980). England, meanwhile, became increasingly
connected to India, maritime power, and the broader imperial logic of trade and influence (Houshang
Mahdavi, 1990). Although the full intensity of Anglo-Russian rivalry in Iran belonged to the nineteenth
century, its mental and political preconditions were already forming earlier. Historical accounts of Iran’s
relations with Russia and England suggest that later Iranian anxieties did not arise suddenly; they were
built upon accumulated memories of commercial penetration, diplomatic ambiguity, military power, and
unequal capacities (Jamalzadeh, 2005). Thus, the pre-nineteenth-century period should be understood as
the formative stage of a dual Iranian perception: foreign powers were both useful and dangerous,
impressive and suspect, necessary for certain political goals yet potentially corrosive to autonomy.

In conclusion, the study shows that Iranians’ views of Russians and the English before the
nineteenth century were neither uniformly hostile nor simply admiring. They were historically layered,
politically conditioned, and shaped by the specific routes through which each power entered Iranian
experience. Russia appeared primarily through the northern frontier, overland trade, the Caspian sphere,
and the Caucasus, producing a perception marked by territorial anxiety and respect for military power.
England appeared primarily through the Persian Gulf, maritime trade, commercial companies, naval
capacity, and the Indian Ocean world, producing a perception marked by economic suspicion and
admiration for technical and commercial skill. The phrase “from suspicion to admiration” should therefore
not be read as a linear transition from negative to positive judgment. Rather, it describes the coexistence
of two simultaneous attitudes within Iranian historical consciousness. Iranians distrusted foreign motives
but recognized foreign capacities; they feared intrusion but valued utility; they maintained cultural
distance while selectively acknowledging power, discipline, technology, and commercial reach. This dual
perception became one of the foundations upon which nineteenth-century Iranian political consciousness
later interpreted Russian expansion and British influence.
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