https://jhr.ui.ac.ir/?lang=en
Journal of Historical Researches
E-ISSN: 2476-3306
Document Type: Research Paper
Vol. 17, Issue 3, No.67, 2025
Received: 07/09/2025 Accepted: 04/11/2025

Validating the Propositions of Oriental Despotism from Charles Montesquieu's Perspective
Based on the Safavid Period

Maziar Bonyadi Zakelebary
PhD Candidate (Persia of the Islamic Period), Department of History, Faculty of Humanities, Najafabad Branch, Islamic
Azad University, Najafabad, Iran
Maziar.bonyadi1994@gmail.com

Naser Jadidi*
Associate Professor, Department of History, Faculty of Humanities, Najafabad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Najafabad, Iran
naserjadidi@iau.ac.ir

Ali Akbar Jafari
Associate Professor, Department of History, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran
a.jafari@ltr.ui.ac.ir

Abstract

During the Age of Enlightenment, Montesquieu was the first to systematically analyze the contrasts between the
Eastern and Western worlds in their respective pursuits of freedom. Informed by the accounts of his compatriots,
such as Chardin and Tavernier, he gained a detailed understanding of Persia during the Safavid period. His most
celebrated works, The Spirit of Laws and Persian Letters, were composed at the intersection of these East-West
dichotomies, with Persia serving as the focal point of his “Oriental” representation. In these writings,
Montesquieu revived the concept of Oriental Despotism, emphasizing features such as the absence of private
property, the denial of civil rights, and the lack of social classes independent of the state—concepts largely
neglected since the Aristotelian era. He attributed the stagnation and perceived barbarism of Asian lands to
“natural tyranny,” which he associated with arid climates. Montesquieu analyzed the repetitive cycle of
“despotism, chaos, and renewed despotism” within Persia’s dry environment and, through a comparison with
Europe’s temperate climate, characterized tyranny and autocratic rule as inherent to the East, while freedom and
civilization were regarded as intrinsic to the West. This study aims to evaluate the extent to which
Montesquieu’s propositions correspond to the actual nature of the Safavid state and society. It is argued that the
internal logic of Safavid society—shaped by prolonged socio-political stagnation, economic contraction,
environmental conditions, and interactions with regional and global powers—differs fundamentally from that of
European societies. Such differences must be analyzed and contextualized rather than judged. The purpose of
this article is to examine and assess Montesquieu’s concept of Oriental Despotism and its applicability to the
Safavid period. The study adopts a historical method combined with a descriptive—analytical approach.
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Introduction
The Safavid state in Persia, after centuries of fragmentation and decline, eventually re-emerged and regained
global prominence. During a period marked by the expansion of commercial monetization and global
competition for wealth and influence, trade with the East became a central concern for European powers.
Consequently, studying the East became a vital task for merchants and travelers seeking to facilitate these
exchanges. Upon arrival, many of them began documenting and analyzing Eastern lands, including Persia.
Montesquieu, drawing inspiration from Aristotle and other classical Greek thinkers, sought rational
explanations for political and social phenomena. His inquiries began with the study of climate, which he
considered the primary determinant of human institutions. Following the Aristotelian tradition, he relied on
dichotomies and schematic oppositions—such as seafaring vs. nomadic life, rule of law vs. autocratic rule, and
civil vs. despotic societies—mapped onto three climatic zones: cold, temperate, and hot. This climatic
framework allowed Montesquieu to construct a philosophical system linking geography and governance.

Materials and Methods
The Safavid state attracted significant attention from Enlightenment thinkers, who viewed Persia as a
quintessential case of Eastern governance. Since antiquity, Greek and later European intellectuals had portrayed
Persia as a land of tyranny and lawlessness. During the Enlightenment, this narrative was revived and reinforced.
Montesquieu, relying on the available accounts of Safavid Persia, analyzed its political and social structures in
comparison with those of Europe. Observing the absence of Western-style political principles, he concluded that
Eastern governments were inherently despotic. However, his sweeping generalizations—both about Persia and
about “the East” as a whole—have been widely criticized for lacking historical depth and contextual
understanding.

The present study critiques Montesquieu’s assertions and challenges the one-dimensional logic of his East—
West opposition, showing that his framework reveals more about the construction of Western self-identity than
about the actual realities of Eastern societies.

Research Findings

Montesquieu’s climatological dualisms were grounded in the reports of European merchants, travelers, and
diplomats who had visited Persia. Through these sources, he revitalized the climatic theories of Aristotle and
Plutarch. However, this rigid dualism disregarded the ecological and climatic diversity within Persia.

His theory of despotic rule—presented as a universal attribute of all Eastern polities, particularly Persia—
fails to account for temporal and spatial variations. The resulting propositions, though influential, cannot be
uniformly applied to the complex structures and transformations of the Safavid government across its historical
stages.

In reassessing Montesquieu’s claims, this study also highlights the limitations of European self-perception,
particularly in its portrayal of medieval Europe as the pinnacle of “civilization,” while Eastern societies were
depicted as static and despotic.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions
Montesquieu constructed his analytical framework for Eastern societies, including Persia, primarily upon
climatic determinism. By attributing tyranny to the “natural” conditions of the East, he developed a rational
system that linked geography to governance. He argued that the absence of private property, the substitution of
law with religion, the lack of social classes independent of the state, and the absence of civil rights in Eastern
societies stemmed from despotic political systems that led to stagnation and delayed progress. However, this
study reveals several key points:

1. Eurocentric Framing: Montesquieu defined the East through the mirror of Western strengths and the
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absence thereof, rather than through the internal realities of Eastern societies.

2. Unreliable Generalization: His examples from the West often contradict one another, as they vary
across climates, regions, and historical periods—making generalization even within Europe problematic.

Persian society and the Safavid state possessed unique structural characteristics. The arid climate of Persia
fostered a state-centered system of land ownership suited to environmental conditions. The claim that no civil
state existed during the Safavid period is inaccurate, given that the institutional development of the civil state in
Europe itself was relatively recent, and the medieval period undermines any notion of linear progress. Although
the idea of the civil state traces its origin to ancient Athens, its continuity in Europe was interrupted for centuries.

The notion that religion replaced law in the East is equally questionable. Europe’s own Dark Ages—a period
marked by the dominance of religious institutions and the absence of civil law—demonstrate the fallacy of such
distinctions. Montesquieu’s argument that the lack of a hereditary aristocracy led to political equilibrium in
Europe holds some validity. Yet his attempt to explain the Persian political structure solely through climatic
determinism ignores the environmental constraints that necessitated state involvement in water management and
agriculture.

In the context of Persia, where the north suffered from land scarcity and the central and southern regions
endured chronic water shortages, state intervention was indispensable. Government oversight of irrigation and
productivity hindered the rise of a landowning class independent of the state—an administrative necessity rather
than a symptom of “natural despotism.” Montesquieu’s oversight lies in his failure to recognize that such
despotism required a powerful and elaborate bureaucracy, which neither existed nor could have been sustained
during the Safavid period.

The structure of the Safavid government, characterized by the coexistence of semi-autonomous local entities
alongside partially dependent provinces, does not conform neatly to the model of Oriental tyranny. Although the
second phase of Safavid rule—beginning with Shah Abbas |—exhibited features of centralized control,
bureaucratic interventionism, state-supported religion, and royal ownership of land, these characteristics only
superficially aligned with Montesquieu’s theory of despotism. At its core, Safavid Persia under Shah Abbas I
demonstrated a dynamic engagement with global trade, driven by mercantilist capitalism and reforms such as the
conversion of mamalek (state land) into khassa (crown land). This period of economic growth, though brief,
directly contradicts Montesquieu’s claim of the inherent immobility of Eastern despotism.

After Shah Abbas’s reign, the weakening of central authority and the rise of centrifugal forces further
undermined the applicability of the despotic model to Safavid Iran. These developments, marked by internal
conflicts and regional fragmentation, challenge Montesquieu’s portrayal of Persia as an eternally despotic and
unchanging polity.
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