Cultural History Studies; Research Journal of Iranian Society of History

Vol. 16, No. 62, Winter 2025, pp 31-65
https://doi.org/10.22034/chs.2025.499676.1063

The Portuguese Image of the Persian Gulf: Analyzing
Portugal’s Colonial Motives in Mapping the Persian Gulf
(16th—17th Centuries CE / 10th—11th Centuries AH)'

Fatemeh Faridi Majid?

Abstract

Colonialism in Asia began with the arrival of the
Portuguese in the Persian Gulf in the 16th century CE
(10th century AH). Utilizing their naval fleet, advanced
technology, and fortified strongholds, the Portuguese
seized control of maritime trade. These events profoundly
influenced the history of the Persian Gulf, dividing it into
pre-colonial and post-colonial periods. By employing
cartographic methods, the Portuguese produced the first
accurate maps of the Persian Gulf, detailing coastlines,
islands, and ports. These maps were not only geographical
tools but also reflections of Portugal’s colonial ambitions
in the region. This research examines Portuguese maps
from the 16th and 17th centuries CE (10th—11th centuries
AH) through historical research methodology to
understand key concepts related to the Persian Gulf’s
history and their connection to Portugal’s colonial
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objectives. The study seeks to answer the following
question: What were the primary motives behind
Portugal’s creation of precise maps of the Persian Gulf,
and how did these maps reflect Portugal’s military-
economic priorities in the region? It seems that these
documents, aligned with Portugal’s interests in India such
as controlling trade routes highlighted certain strategic
points such as Hormuz in the eastern Persian Gulf while
neglecting coastal and hinterland areas. This selective
representation underscores the maps’ role as tools that
served Portugal’s political and colonial interests within the
framework of early colonial discourse.
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The Portuguese Image of the Persian Gulf: Analyzing Portugal’s
Colonial Motives in Mapping the Persian Gulf (16th—17th
Centuries CE / 10th—11th Centuries AH)

Extended Abstract

The present study examines Portuguese maps of the Persian Gulf during
the 16th—17th centuries CE (10th—11th centuries AH). The arrival of the
Portuguese in the region in 1507 CE marked the beginning of a new era in
the history of the Persian Gulf, dividing its political, economic, and
military developments into two distinct periods: pre-colonial and post-
colonial. The origins of these transformations can be traced back to Afonso
de Albuquerque’s arrival in Hormuz and the establishment of Portuguese
strongholds in the Persian Gulf. The speed and depth of changes in the
region during the early colonial period were so significant that these two
phases can be clearly distinguished. One of the most notable features of the
colonial approach was the systematic use of scientific and informational
tools—including geographical maps—to advance strategic objectives.
These maps, primarily based on field observations and precise surveys,
were not merely instruments for facilitating navigation but also served as
documents establishing and maintaining colonial dominance.

Given the Portuguese urgent need to accurately identify harbors and
maritime routes for their vast fleets, maps that provided precise
representations of coastlines and islands were of critical importance.
Thus, Portuguese cartography in the Persian Gulf can be seen as a
manifestation of the multidimensional functions of maps in serving
military, commercial, and political purposes. Analyzing these
documents not only reveals previously unknown aspects of Portugal’s
colonial strategies but also clarifies the Persian Gulf’s position within
the geopolitical framework of the colonial era.

From this perspective, research of this kind is highly significant
particularly since such studies are relatively rare in Persian-language
scholarship. Valuable works like ‘Persian, Arabic, and Turkish Documents
in the Portuguese National Archives on Hormuz and the Persian Gulf’
(Ghaemmaghami, 1975) or the seminal ‘The Portuguese in the Persian
Gulf” (Vosoughi, 2011), among others cited in this article, have primarily
focused on Portugal’s historical presence in the Persian Gulf and its related
documents. In ‘Portugal, the Persian Gulf, and Safavid Iran’, Zoltan
Biedermann examines the depiction of coastal indentations in Portuguese
maps of the Persian Gulf from a technical cartographic perspective (Matee,
2020). Research in other languages has also addressed Portugal’s presence,
its maps, and the Persian Gulf, with colonialism examined as a distinct
theme in these articles. For instance, Biedermann and Couto analyzed the
historical trajectory of Portuguese cartography outlining its key
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characteristics (Biedermann & Couto, 2008). On the motivations behind
mapmaking, Chet Van Duzer’s research offers valuable insights (Duzer,
2021). However, the present study is innovative in that it employs
historical methodology to address the following questions:

What were the primary motives behind Portugal’s creation of precise
maps of the Persian Gulf?

How did these maps reflect Portugal’s geographic priorities in the region?
The findings of this study reveal that Portuguese maps, particularly
when compared to earlier examples, represent the first successful
attempts at accurately depicting the geographical realities of the
Persian Gulf's coastlines and islands. The absence of references to
Iran's inland regions in these maps underscores Portugal's exclusively
maritime and commercial orientation, which was in line with its
expansionist ambitions in India. Moreover, the widespread circulation
of these maps among Portuguese navigators and policymakers
demonstrates their multifaceted utility in guiding military operations,
trade planning, and political decision-making. Unprecedented
precision in coastal outlines, hydrographic details, and island
positioning, advanced marine surveying techniques, shifting strategic
focus—from Hormuz in early decades to Gambron, Bahrain, and
Basra in later periods, deliberate neglect of inland territories, use of
religious symbols or propagandistic imagery glorifying the Portuguese
crown in the symbolic images reflect Portugal's colonial mindset and
purely utilitarian approach in Portugal’s maps of the Persian Gulf.

The present study employs a comparative methodology, combining
archival document analysis with close examination of historical maps,
to address gaps in Iranian scholarship on the subject. Through an
interdisciplinary  approach, it reveals previously unexplored
dimensions of colonial cartography in the Persian Gulf.

Among the key functions of Portuguese maps, we can mention generation
of geographic data (maps) for commercial-political exploitation and
justification of dominance by selective representation of regions like
Hormuz—with shifting emphasis to Gambron, Bahrain, and Basra as
political and economic priorities evolved. Accordingly, it can be stated that
Portuguese maps have been produced in the context of early colonial
discourse and have unique features like fusion of technical precision with
economic-political agendas, exclusive maritime focus with deliberate
neglect of Iranian hinterlands and those of other Persian Gulf countries,
and, finally, limited adaptability to changing colonial needs by adapting to
the changing colonial needs distinguishing these maps from those
produced by other colonial powers in the Persian Gulf.

Keywords: Persian Gulf, Portugal, historical maps, colonialism.



