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Justice is one of the central concepts in the Iranian tradition of political thought and
has historically been associated with governmental legitimacy, the ethics of rulership,
protection of the population, public security, and the prosperity of the realm. This study
examines the concept of justice in Qajar-era political advice literature and explains its
transformation from a sovereign-centered model into a legal and institutional
conception. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library
research and the conceptual analysis of political advice texts, reformist treatises,
critical writings, and historical accounts associated with the Qajar period. The findings
demonstrate that traditional political advice literature primarily connected justice with
the personal virtues of the monarch, including wisdom, moderation, protection of the
subjects, responsiveness to grievances, avoidance of oppression, and supervision of
governmental officials. Within this model, the just shah was regarded as the principal
source of political order, while the realization of justice depended more on the ruler’s
moral character and personal will than on stable institutions. This understanding
gradually changed as administrative, fiscal, judicial, and social crises intensified and
Iranian intellectuals became increasingly familiar with modern political ideas. In later
reformist writings, justice became associated with the rule of law, merit-based
administration, fiscal reform, opposition to corruption, relative judicial autonomy,
governmental accountability, political consultation, and public rights. At the same
time, the political status of the population evolved from subjects dependent on royal
protection to members of a nation possessing recognizable rights. The study concludes
that Qajar political advice literature constituted an intellectual bridge between the
Iranian-Islamic tradition of the just ruler and the modern conception of lawful
government. Although justice retained its ethical and religious foundations, it gradually
developed from a personal virtue into a political, legal, and institutional principle,
thereby contributing to the conceptual emergence of constitutionalism, limitations on
political authority, and demands for accountable government in Iran.

Keywords: Justice; Political Advice Literature; Qajar Era; Royal Justice; Rule of
Law; Constitutionalism; Iranian Political Thought
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Justice constitutes one of the most enduring concepts in the history of Iranian political thought and
has long been associated with the legitimacy of rulership, the moral responsibilities of the sovereign, the
protection of subjects, the preservation of public order, and the prosperity of the realm. In the political
advice literature of the Qajar era, justice did not appear merely as an abstract ethical virtue; rather, it
functioned as a comprehensive criterion for evaluating kingship, administrative conduct, taxation, judicial
procedure, social stability, and the relationship between the state and society. The Qajar period was
marked by the persistence of patrimonial monarchy, the personal concentration of political authority, the
influence of court factions and provincial governors, widespread administrative corruption, irregular
taxation, military defeats, foreign intervention, and growing awareness of European political institutions.
These conditions transformed justice into a central language of political criticism and reform. Although
early Qajar advice texts generally located justice in the personal virtues of the monarch, later reformist
writings increasingly connected it to law, institutional accountability, bureaucratic order, and public rights.
Studies of Qajar political culture indicate that the monarchy remained highly dependent on the personality,
preferences, and political calculations of the shah, particularly under Nasir al-Din Shah (Amanat, 1997).
At the same time, the political and administrative weaknesses of the Qajar state stimulated reformist efforts
that sought to replace arbitrary government with more regular forms of administration (Bakhash, 1978).
The purpose of the present study is to examine how justice was conceptualized in Qajar-era political advice
literature, to identify its principal ethical, political, economic, judicial, and administrative dimensions, and
to explain the gradual transition from a sovereign-centered model of justice to a legal and institutional
understanding of just government.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method based on close reading and conceptual analysis
of selected political advice texts, reform treatises, travel narratives, constitutional writings, and historical
accounts produced during or concerned with the Qajar period. The analytical framework distinguishes
among several interconnected dimensions of justice: royal justice, protection of the subjects, fiscal
moderation, judicial fairness, administrative merit, public security, economic prosperity, religious
legitimacy, consultation, rule of law, and the rights of the people. This framework also situates Qajar
political advice literature at the intersection of three intellectual traditions. The first was the Iranian
tradition of kingship, in which the just ruler preserved social hierarchy, political stability, military power,
and agricultural prosperity. The second was the Islamic tradition, which regarded justice as a religious
duty, condemned oppression, and emphasized the accountability of rulers before God and society. The
third was modern political thought, which introduced concepts such as codified law, equality before the
law, constitutional restraint, institutional supervision, and national rights. The interaction among these
traditions was neither simple nor linear. New political concepts were often expressed through familiar
ethical and religious vocabularies, and the language of reform retained many elements of classical advice
literature. Ajoudani demonstrates that modern constitutional concepts in Iran were repeatedly translated
and reinterpreted through indigenous political and religious categories (Ajoudani, 1997). Adamiyat
likewise shows that ideas of freedom, legality, and political reform emerged gradually within nineteenth-
century Iranian intellectual life rather than appearing suddenly at the moment of the Constitutional
Revolution (Adamiyat, 1961). Accordingly, the study treats political advice literature not as a static
continuation of premodern ethics but as a transitional discourse through which older notions of just
kingship were reformulated in response to new historical pressures.



The findings indicate that the earliest and most persistent dimension of justice in Qajar political
advice literature was the personal justice of the sovereign. The shah was represented as the central source
of order, and the moral character of the ruler was believed to shape the conduct of ministers, provincial
governors, tax collectors, judges, and military officials. A just monarch was expected to remain accessible
to petitioners, listen to grievances, avoid anger and greed, reject flatterers, appoint competent officials,
restrain oppressive governors, and ensure that punishment and taxation were proportionate. This
sovereign-centered conception reflected the actual structure of Qajar monarchy, in which political
authority was highly personalized and administrative decisions often depended upon court patronage and
direct royal intervention (Amanat, 1997). Yet Qajar advice writers also recognized the limitations of
personal justice. They repeatedly argued that the goodwill of the shah could be neutralized by corrupt
intermediaries, the sale of offices, lack of supervision, and the self-interest of provincial rulers. The
Majdiyya Treatise presents administrative corruption, venality, and official incompetence as major causes
of public suffering and governmental decline (Majd al-Molk Sinaki, 1977). This critique is significant
because it moves beyond the moral failure of individual rulers and identifies structural sources of injustice.
Similarly, the reformist experience associated with Amir Kabir demonstrated that justice required
financial discipline, administrative centralization, supervision of officials, educational development, and
resistance to court interference (Adamiyat, 1969). Thus, although the ideal of the just king remained
important, the literature increasingly acknowledged that justice depended on the organization of
government as much as on the ethical qualities of the ruler.

A second major finding concerns the close relationship among justice, protection of the subjects,
taxation, security, and prosperity. In Qajar political advice literature, the people were initially described
primarily as subjects whose labor sustained agriculture, commerce, taxation, the army, and the royal
treasury. The protection of their lives, property, and productive capacity was therefore presented both as
amoral obligation and as a practical requirement for the survival of the state. Excessive taxation, arbitrary
confiscation, forced payments, insecurity, and abuse by local governors were condemned because they
impoverished the population and weakened the fiscal foundations of government. The administrative and
social studies collected by Adamiyat and Nateq reveal that Qajar writers frequently connected economic
decline to governmental mismanagement and political injustice (Adamiyat & Nateq, 1977). Maraghe'i’s
narrative critique of Iranian society similarly depicts poverty, urban disorder, administrative neglect, and
public humiliation as consequences of corrupt government (Maraghe'i, 1895). Justice was therefore
associated with moderate taxation, secure ownership, protection of peasants and merchants, safe roads,
public works, and the promotion of knowledge and production. Talebof’s educational and social writings
broadened this conception by linking justice to public instruction, rational thought, social reform, and
national progress (Talebof Tabrizi, 1894). In his later work, the critique of despotism and backwardness
became more explicit, and just government was presented as one that actively created the conditions for
collective development (Talebof Tabrizi, 1905). Adamiyat’s interpretation of Talebof confirms that his
political thought connected legality, education, social responsibility, and the rights of the population
(Adamiyat, 1986). Justice, in this sense, evolved from protection against immediate oppression into a
broader obligation to provide the social and institutional foundations of prosperity.

A third major finding is the gradual transformation of justice from discretionary royal benevolence
into a legal and institutional principle. Judicial fragmentation, overlapping religious and customary
jurisdictions, political interference, bribery, and unequal access to adjudication were among the central



deficiencies of the Qajar state. Floor’s study of the Qajar judicial system shows that the absence of unified
institutions and consistent procedures limited the possibility of equal and predictable justice (Floor, 1983).
Political advice writers initially responded by calling for honest judges, impartial hearings, protection of
the innocent, and punishment of corrupt officials. Later reformers, however, argued that moral exhortation
was insufficient and that justice required general, stable, and enforceable laws. Mostashar al-Dowleh
identified law as the indispensable foundation of order and sought to reconcile European legal principles
with Islamic teachings (Mostashar al-Dowleh, 1907). Malkom Khan similarly maintained that administrative
organization, defined responsibilities, and codified regulations were necessary to prevent arbitrary rule
(Malkom Khan, 1962). Under this new model, justice no longer depended solely on whether the shah
happened to be benevolent; it required rules that could constrain officials and provide consistent standards
for governance. The demand for an institution of justice gradually developed into demands for a
representative assembly, constitutional government, and public supervision. Nazem al-Islam Kermani
records the transformation of popular grievances against oppression into organized demands for an justice
house, law, and representative institutions (Nazem al-Islam Kermani, 1947). Kasravi likewise portrays the
Constitutional Revolution as the culmination of dissatisfaction with arbitrary taxation, administrative
abuse, foreign concessions, and the absence of accountable government (Kasravi, 1940). Naini provided
one of the most influential religious justifications for this transition by presenting despotism as a form of
unlawful domination and by defending constitutional restraints as a means of reducing oppression (Naini,
1909). Hairi’s analysis further demonstrates that Shi‘i political reasoning played a crucial role in
legitimizing constitutional supervision and resistance to arbitrary authority (Hairi, 1977).

In conclusion, the concept of justice in Qajar-era political advice literature underwent a substantial
but incomplete transformation. It began within a traditional framework in which the just monarch was
expected to protect the subjects, restrain oppressive officials, maintain security, moderate taxation, and
preserve prosperity. Over time, political writers increasingly recognized that personal virtue alone could
not prevent injustice in a government characterized by administrative corruption, the sale of offices,
judicial inconsistency, and concentrated power. Justice consequently acquired institutional, legal,
economic, and public dimensions. It came to include bureaucratic accountability, predictable taxation,
judicial equality, secure property, education, public welfare, consultation, constitutional limitation, and
the recognition of the people as holders of rights rather than merely recipients of royal protection. The
transition from subjects to nation, from petition to representation, and from benevolent command to
binding law marked a decisive change in Iranian political thought. Nevertheless, the new conception did
not eliminate the ethical and religious foundations of the older tradition. Instead, Qajar reformers
reinterpreted just kingship, Islamic opposition to oppression, and the ideal of social order through the
emerging languages of law, constitutionalism, and public responsibility. Political advice literature
therefore served as a crucial intellectual bridge between classical Iranian theories of rulership and the
modern demand for accountable government. Its historical significance lies in demonstrating that the
Constitutional Revolution was preceded by a long process of conceptual change in which justice gradually
ceased to mean only the moral conduct of the ruler and came to signify the lawful organization of political
power itself.
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