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This article examines the political functions of khil‘at investiture and gift diplomacy
in the Qajar era and argues that robes of honor, pishkesh, gifts, medals, and other
ceremonial objects were not merely decorative elements of court culture, but effective
instruments for producing authority, consolidating hierarchy, regulating political
relations, and representing royal prestige. In the Qajar political order, the shah
functioned as the central source of legitimacy, rank, and honor. Through the bestowal
of khil‘at and gifts, he defined or confirmed the status of princes, courtiers, provincial
governors, tribal leaders, administrative officials, and even foreign representatives.
Receiving a khil ‘at meant symbolic incorporation into the royal order and recognition
of a position granted by the monarchical center. From this perspective, khilat
investiture operated as a political language through which loyalty, obedience, status,
reward, and dependency were expressed in the form of objects, clothing, and ritual
performance. The article also demonstrates that gift diplomacy occupied an important
place in Qajar foreign relations. In Iran’s interactions with foreign powers, especially
within the context of political rivalry and diplomatic protocol, gifts became tools of
respect, negotiation, ceremonial display, and cross-cultural management. At this level,
gifts and robes of honor revealed both the continuity of courtly political culture and its
encounter with the emerging logic of modern diplomacy. The findings indicate that the
study of khil‘at and gift exchange provides a deeper understanding of the symbolic
mechanisms of power in Qajar Iran. These objects and ceremonies acquired political
meaning through their connection to the political economy of the court, relations
between the center and the provinces, elite competition, and diplomatic encounters.
Therefore, khil‘at investiture and gift diplomacy should be understood as active
components of Qajar governance, not as passive remnants of tradition.

Keywords: Khil‘at Investiture; Gift Diplomacy, Qajar Era; Pishkesh,; Political
Rituals; Court Culture; Royal Authority
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines the political functions of khil ‘at investiture and gift diplomacy in the Qajar
period, arguing that robes of honor, ceremonial gifts, pishkesh, medals, textiles, precious objects, and
other forms of courtly exchange were not merely ornamental elements of royal etiquette but active
instruments through which political hierarchy, legitimacy, dependence, and diplomatic recognition were
produced and maintained. The central problem addressed in this article is that much of the political history
of Qajar Iran has been interpreted through the lenses of military weakness, fiscal instability, foreign
intervention, bureaucratic reform, and dynastic centralization, while the symbolic and material practices
through which authority was performed have received less sustained analytical attention. Yet, as Floor’s
study of khil ‘at demonstrates, the robe of honor functioned as a historically rooted mechanism of royal
acknowledgment and status allocation in Iranian political culture (Floor, 2017), and recent research on the
Nasiri court has shown that khil ‘at-bestowal remained deeply embedded in relations between the monarch,
courtiers, officials, provincial elites, and foreign representatives (SyedBonakdar & Mohammadi Aeen, 2025).
From this perspective, the Qajar state must be understood not only as an administrative and coercive
apparatus, but also as a ceremonial order in which power was enacted through visible signs, ritualized
gestures, graded objects, and reciprocal obligations. The article therefore aims to analyze how khil ‘at and
gift exchange operated simultaneously as political language, administrative technology, economic
practice, and diplomatic medium in the Qajar era.

The conceptual foundation of the article rests on the distinction and interrelation between khil ‘at,
gift, pishkesh, medal, robe, textile, tribute, reward, and ceremonial recognition. Khil at signified more
than the bestowal of clothing; it marked the incorporation of the recipient into a hierarchy of royal favor
and publicly communicated the sovereign’s power to define rank, loyalty, and political worth. Floor’s
discussion of Qajar gift-giving indicates that gifts in this period were structured by norms of reciprocity,
expectation, status, and political calculation (Floor, 2001), while Lambton’s analysis of pishkash clarifies
the ambiguity between present, tribute, revenue, and obligation in Iranian political usage (Lambton, 1994).
This ambiguity is essential to understanding Qajar practice, because a gift could be framed as respect,
loyalty, fiscal contribution, bribery, tribute, or diplomatic courtesy depending on context. Studies of
pishkesh in the Nasiri era further show that such exchanges could enter the fiscal and revenue system of
the court and thus blur the boundary between ceremonial offering and economic resource (Abtahi & Karimi,
2016). At the same time, research on bribery and pishkesh in the Qajar period suggests that these practices
formed part of a broader culture of access, mediation, favor-seeking, and political negotiation (Rahmani
Ghourtani et al., 2013). Therefore, the article treats khil‘at and gift diplomacy as part of an integrated
symbolic economy in which material objects acquired meaning through their circulation within courtly,
administrative, and diplomatic networks.

In domestic politics, khil ‘at-bestowal functioned as a central mechanism for organizing political
hierarchy and managing relations between the Qajar monarch and diverse elites. In a political order
marked by dynastic competition, provincial fragmentation, tribal influence, and incomplete bureaucratic
centralization, ceremonial bestowal allowed the shah to convert material goods into political dependence.
Amanat’s account of Nasir al-Din Shah’s monarchy emphasizes the theatrical and personal dimensions of
Qajar sovereignty (Amanat, 1997), and this helps explain why visible rituals of recognition were crucial
for stabilizing royal authority. The monarch’s capacity to distribute robes, honors, titles, and signs of favor
reinforced the idea that status flowed from the royal center. Court chronicles and historical narratives of



the early Qajar period show that the consolidation of rule depended not only on war and appointment but
also on repeated acts of recognition and reward (Sepehr, 1998). In this sense, khil‘at served as a political
contract expressed through textile and ceremony: the ruler granted honor and visibility, while the recipient
displayed loyalty, obedience, and service. The diaries and memoirs of the Qajar elite reveal that royal
favor, court access, and ceremonial acknowledgment were central to the operation of political life (Amin
al-Dowleh, 1991; E'Temad al-Saltaneh, 1984). Thus, khil ‘at-bestowal was not incidental to governance; it
was one of the practical ways through which the Qajar monarchy ranked officials, disciplined ambition,
rewarded service, and connected the center to provincial and courtly actors.

The economic dimension of khil ‘at and gift exchange is equally important, because the circulation
of robes, textiles, luxury objects, pishkesh, and reciprocal offerings connected symbolic authority to fiscal
practice. Floor’s work on the Persian textile industry demonstrates the economic and cultural significance
of textiles in Iran between the Safavid and Qajar periods (Floor, 1999), and this background helps explain
why robes of honor carried both material and symbolic value. The quality, quantity, fabric, ornamentation,
and accompanying objects of a khil‘at could communicate the recipient’s rank and the degree of royal
favor. Recent research on the economic functions of khil‘at in the Qajar era, based on foreign travelers’
reports, further emphasizes that khil ‘at-bestowal was linked to expenses, expectations, reciprocal gifts,
and the political economy of the court (Khosh Ab & Aghazadeh, 2025). Fiscal histories of Iran also show
that the Qajar state operated within complex systems of revenue extraction, office-holding, local
negotiation, and court expenditure (Floor, 1998), which means that ceremonial exchange cannot be
separated from the financial structure of governance. In many cases, the recipient of royal favor was
expected to respond with gifts, payments, service, loyalty, or administrative performance. Conversely, the
court could use the promise of khil‘at, rank, or honor to incentivize cooperation without relying
exclusively on direct coercion. This symbolic economy became especially significant in a state where
personal relationships, patronage, courtly mediation, and access to royal favor remained central to political
advancement.

In foreign relations, gift diplomacy and khil ‘at-bestowal served as a language of recognition,
negotiation, and prestige, but also as a field of cultural misunderstanding between Qajar political norms
and emerging modern diplomatic conventions. Ashraf’s study of gift exchange in early Qajar Iran
demonstrates that gifts were integral to the making of political relationships during the formative decades
of the dynasty (Ashraf, 2016), while accounts of diplomatic missions and travelogues reveal how the
exchange of objects helped structure encounters between Iran and foreign powers (llchi, 1984; Shirazi,
1968). European travelers such as Morier and Fraser described court ceremonies, robes, receptions, and
patterns of giving as highly visible aspects of Iranian political culture (Fraser, 1825; Morier, 1812). Later
observers such as Wills also recorded the continued importance of ceremony, display, and honor in Qajar
society (Wills, 1893). In relations with Britain, Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and other powers, gifts could
express respect, rivalry, submission, equality, or strategic courtesy depending on the diplomatic setting.
Mahmoud’s account of Iran—Britain relations in the nineteenth century shows that diplomatic interaction
was shaped by unequal power, imperial competition, and Iranian attempts to preserve sovereignty
(Mahmoud, 1974). Within this context, the granting or receiving of khil‘at was not neutral: for Qajar rulers,
it could signify royal incorporation into an order of honor, whereas for European diplomats it might raise
questions about equality, protocol, and sovereign representation. The rise of orders and medals in Qajar



domestic and foreign relations further indicates that older practices of khil‘at and newer signs of modern
state recognition increasingly coexisted (SyedBonakdar & Kamalvand, 2019).

The article concludes that khil‘at investiture and gift diplomacy were among the most significant
symbolic mechanisms of Qajar political life. They reveal a mode of governance in which power was not
limited to law, bureaucracy, taxation, or military command, but was also enacted through ritual visibility,
material circulation, public honor, and reciprocal obligation. Khil‘at was a wearable sign of royal
authorization; gift exchange was a practical language of relationship-making; pishkesh was a flexible
institution situated between tribute, offering, revenue, and negotiation; and diplomatic gifts were
instruments through which the Qajar court communicated prestige, hierarchy, and political intent. By
studying these practices together, the article shows that Qajar sovereignty operated through a symbolic
economy that connected court ceremony, provincial administration, elite competition, fiscal practice, and
foreign diplomacy. The broader conclusion is that the political culture of the Qajar era cannot be fully
understood without attention to the objects, gestures, and ceremonies through which authority was made
visible and socially binding. Khil at and gifts were therefore not passive remnants of tradition, but active
instruments in the production, performance, and negotiation of power.
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