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Abstract

Safavid society was pluralistic with diverse layers and
different social classes. Despite this, the government and
certain social classes sought to conceal and, as far as
possible, suppress tendencies and behaviors that were
contrary to custom and religious law (Sharia) in the realm
of social-sexual life, relying on Sharia and customary
norms. According to the "Shadow" theory of Carl Gustav
Jung, which forms the theoretical basis of the present
study, whatever is repressed or denied in the individual
and social conscious gives rise to a shadow in the
individual or collective unconscious. This ignored shadow
can have adverse effects on the individual, society, and
their psyche. In the Safavid period, religious pressures,
social censorship, and customary (self-conscious) piety led
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to the repression of forbidden and unconventional sexual
desires (into the collective unconscious). However, what
was suppressed at the societal level continued to exist in
symbolic, hidden, and imperceptible forms. This
interdisciplinary study uses Jung's ‘Shadow theory’ to
examine three main axes—prostitution, homosexuality,
and the institution of mut'ah (temporary marriage)—as the
sexual shadows of that era drawing on Persian sources and
European travelogues. It demonstrates that these
phenomena, while officially rejected, persisted within the
social, economic, artistic, and ritual structures of society.
The results indicate that Safavid society suffered from a
‘cultural duality’ in this domain: official condemnation on
the one hand, and hidden or semi-official exploitation, on
the other. An analysis through Jung's Shadow theory
reveals that this contradiction not only failed to prevent
the continuation of marginal sexual phenomena but also
reproduced them in symbolic and institutionalized forms.

Keywords: Safavid, Sexual Shadow, Jungian Psychology,
Prostitution, Homosexuality, Mut'ah (Temporary Marriage).
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1. Analytical psychology
2. Shadow
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1. Collective Shadow
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Sexual Shadows in Safavid Iran: A Historical/Psychological
Analysis Based on Jung's Shadow Theory

Extensive Abstract

Introduction: Iran in the Safavid era, despite the establishment of a
Shiite government based on Islamic law and the heritage of Persian
tradition, witnessed the continuation and reproduction of various
concealed forms of informal and marginal sexual relationships. Based
on the principles of Imami jurisprudence, the legitimacy of sexual
relations was defined solely within the framework of permanent or
temporary marriage (nikah and mut'ah). Other relationships, such as
fornication (zina) and sodomy (liwat), were condemned and subject to
religious and criminal penalties. It was expected that a political system
based on religious legitimacy would minimize these phenomena, but
social reality shows the opposite. Relying on Jung's "Shadow" theory,
this study aims to show that the repression and denial of sexual
tendencies at the official and social levels not only failed to prevent
their manifestation but also led to their relegation to the collective
unconscious and a subterranean existence within society.
Consequently, these desires continued to live on in symbolic and
hidden forms. The main question of the article is how the religious
policies and customary norms of the Safavid era, through official
repression, facilitated the formation and persistence of sexual
shadows. Subsidiary questions addressed the manifestations of these
phenomena (prostitution, homosexuality, and mut'ah), the cultural and
political factors for their continuity, and the capacity of Jung's theory
to explain this situation.

A review of the literature shows that the existing research has
primarily focused on historical aspects or reports from European
travelogues paying less attention from an interdisciplinary perspective
of social history and analytical psychology. Thus, the present article
seeks to partially fill this gap.

Method: This study was conducted using an interdisciplinary
approach and a qualitative, interpretive method. Data was collected
based on two main sources: First, Persian sources from the Safavid
period, such as official histories like Alam-ara-ye
Abbasi and Khulasat al-Tawarikh; Second, European travelogues,
such as those by Chardin, Kaempfer, Tavernier, and Della Valle,
which provide a more detailed picture of social realities.
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The collected data were then analyzed within the framework of Jung's
‘Shadow’ theory. The present study is focused on three main axes—
prostitution, homosexuality, and the institution of mut'ah—and these
phenomena are examined at three levels: the individual shadow, the
cultural shadow, and the historical shadow.

Findings: The results indicate that various forms of marginal sexual
relations in the Safavid erastill had a significant presence despite official
condemnation:

1. Prostitution: It was prevalent in urban centers, especially Isfahan. This
is evidenced by numerous reports of the collection of informal taxes or
the turning of a blind eye by authorities. Despite religious
condemnation, this phenomenon became part of the social and
economic structure.

2.Homosexuality: It is reflected in courtly culture, poetry, and art. The
depiction of beautiful adolescents in Safavid miniatures or the allusions
made by European travel writers point to the presence of this
phenomenon. Society rejected it on one hand while symbolically
reproducing it on the other.

3.Mut'ah (Temporary Marriage): It was a legitimate institution in Imami
jurisprudence, but during the Safavid period, it effectively became a
dual-purpose tool for concealing sexual relationships and even a semi-
formal type of prostitution.

This evidence is indicative of a kind of cultural duality, whereby Safavid
society and government simultaneously engaged in overt condemnation
and hidden exploitation of these phenomena.

Discussion and Conclusion: Applying Jung's ‘Shadow’ theory reveals
that what is repressed at the level of the social conscious continues to
persist in the collective unconscious. In Safavid society, the official
repression of unconventional sexual desires caused these desires to be
reproduced in symbolic, artistic, economic, and ritual spheres. Therefore,
the Safavid era was marked by a cultural duality: explicit condemnation at
the ideological level and hidden continuation in social practice. This
finding shows that mere repression not only fails to prevent the
continuation of such phenomena but also facilitates their reappearance in
new forms.

As a suggestion, future studies could clarify the role of ‘historical shadows’
in shaping Iranian culture through a comparative analysis of later periods,
thereby contributing to the historical and social self-knowledge of society.
Keywords: Safavid, Sexual Shadow, Jungian Psychology,
Prostitution, Homosexuality, Mut'ah (Temporary Marriage).



