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Mirza Agha Khan Kermani's approach and
attitude towards the history of the Safavid period

Ali Salari Shadi

Abstract

Mirza Agha Khan Kermani was a critic of tradition and one
of the first intellectuals to gain fame in the Constitutional
Revolution. He had a religious and traditional education, but
due to encountering various modern and traditional ideas, he
had critical approaches towards the traditional world of the
era and its history. Therefore, he had problems and
challenges with the rulers of the cities of Kerman and
Isfahan, and went to Tehran and then to Ottoman, where,
while being very active, he finally died on charges of plotting
to assassinate Nasser al-Din Shah. He adopted a critical and
biting tone towards any issue that had no relation to the
modern world or ancient Iran. Now, the question is, what is
Kermani's critical view and attitude towards the history of
Iran, and especially the history of the Safavids, which he
considered to be in line with the unfortunate history of the
Islamic period? In the meantime, how did he conceive of the
Safavid government and how did he formulate its
characteristics and results? The author, using a descriptive-
analytical method, comes to the conclusion that despite his
sharp and biting criticisms, Kermani lacks a coherent and
even scholarly idea. In his study of Safavid history, he
expressed his critical tone with a one-dimensional, simplistic,
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and superficial approach. It seems that the main reason for
Kermani's approach is a kind of confusion of historical
thought in criticism and a lack of proper knowledge of
history in the sense of scholarly study. In his opinion, the
Safavids were close to the modem era, but due to
superstitions, they were unable to be consistent with the
West. Such a stance on the issue is very superficial and
results from ignoring its fundamental issues. In his study of
the superstitious aspect of Safavidism, he did not realize that
superstitions were not cause and effect, but rather were
themselves the effect of a deeper context
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Mirza Agha Khan Kermani's approach and attitude
towards the history of the Safavid period

Extended Abstract

Introduction: In the modern era in Iran, one of the famous figures who had
a name and reputation for criticizing the historical tradition and the
constitutional revolution was Mirza Agha Khan Kermani. Although he had a
religious and traditional education, he had critical approaches to the
traditional world of the era and its history due to encountering modern and
traditional ideas. Therefore, he had a challenge with the rulers of the cities of
Kerman and Isfahan. He went to Tehran and then to the Ottoman Empire,
where he was very active and was eventually killed after the assassination of
Nasser al-Din Shah on charges of laying the groundwork for it. Among the
critical approaches of dissidents of the Qajar era such as Akhundzadeh and
Mirza Agha Khan Kermani, was about history and historiography. In many
cases, they saw the Iranian government and society in an unequal position
vis-a-vis the West, and in search of the reason for this, they were forced to
refer to the historical past and criticize the Islamic era and exaggerate the
pre-Islamic period, which was more mixed with myth, legend, and narrative
history. But in the actual historical study, they did not achieve the desired
goals. Kermani's idea was that the general inequality with the West has a
historical solution, and one of them was the criticism and rejection of the
history of the Islamic period, especially the Safavid period, and the
exaggeration of the ancient world. Therefore, Kermani sometimes made
harsh and destructive criticisms, without being able to create anything new,
and he considered all the misfortunes to be the result of the arrival of Islam
and the continuation of governments like the Safavids due to their
superstition and lack of reason .Therefore, the issue of the following article
is Kermani's perception and attitude towards the history of Iran during the
Safavid period. Now, the issue is what is Kermani's critical view and attitude
towards the history of Iran, especially Safavid history, which he considered
to be in line with the unlucky history of the Islamic period? In the meantime,
how did he conceive of the Safavid government and how did he formulate its
characteristics and results?

Methodology: The author, using a descriptive-analytical method and mostly
relying on the works of Mirza Agha Khan Kermani, comparing and
evaluating them, as well as Kermani's modeling of Akhundzadeh, has
critically examined a type of Kermani's historical works, especially about the
ancient period, Islamic Iran, and the Safavid period. In addition, Kermani's
intellectual instability and thoughtfulness have been shown. Due to his haste
and superficial knowledge, he was unable to express his material coherently
and systematically based on scientific principles. Rather, there is a kind of



| WV esled (Ko sl Soladllas [ V08

emotion and excitement in his works and books, which the author has
examined in light of the contradictions in some of his writings. Therefore,
the methodology of the author of this article relies on the analysis and
criticism of Kermani with regard to his own works and notes.

Findings: Mirza Agha Khan Kermani expressed his criticisms with a simplistic
and superficial approach in his study of Safavid history. It seems that the main
reason for Kermani's approach was a kind of confusion of historical thought in
his criticism and his lack of proper knowledge of history. According to him, the
Safavid era was contemporary with the modern era of Europe, but due to
superstitions, it was unable to be consistent with the West. Such a stance
towards the issue is very superficial and is the result of ignoring the fundamental
issues of its inconsistency and its background. In studying the superstitious
aspect of Safavidism, he did not realize that superstitions were not the cause, but
rather the effect of a deeper context.

Kermani greatly exaggerated the history of ancient Iran and, on the contrary,
considered the Islamic era to be a world full of misery, injustice, and
oppression. This way of thinking was combined with his racist tendencies,
which were popularized in the scientific and cultural community by
Europeans such as Sir John Malcolm, Rawlinson, and especially Gobineau,
and caused further confusion and disorganization of his thoughts.

Despite Adamit's claims, Kermani's historical criticism and historiography
should not be considered profound and scholarly for three reasons. First, his
historical knowledge of Iranian and Islamic history was not very extensive
and profound; second, there was a problem with his historical perspective
and insight, which was stuck between myth and history; and third, his
inability to create a scholarly tradition of critical historiography and replace
it with a modern and new tradition of historiography. These generalizations
and criticisms of his, which were made under the influence of the new era,
remained at the same level and did not create a new tradition.

Conclusion: Although Kermani presented history and the historical past as a
source of information and answers for the different and asymmetrical situation
between Iran and Europe and sought to search for the causes of inequality in
history, due to his strong interest in ancient history, he considered the Islamic era
and history to be the cause of Iran's misfortune and disorganization. As a result, he
considered the Islamic era to be an era of misfortune and oppression. In the same
vein, he considered the Safavid era to be full of superstitions. However, despite his
many criticisms of the Safavids, most of them are repetitive and he emphasizes
attacking the scholars of the Safavid era.. Rather, the main problem was the
Safavid structure and society as a whole, which had become the cause of such a
situation. However, his criticism and rejection of the Safavids is mostly one-sided
and lacking in depth, and he did not address deep economic and social issues such
as the decisive role of tribes, including the Qizilbash tribes, in the Safavid era.
Keywords: Kermani, historiography, history of the Islamic period, Safavid
history, criticism, Ayneh-e-Askandari.



