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Abstract

Purpose: The modernizing reforms initiated under Peter the Great (1682-1725) transformed Rus-
sias perception of Iran, imbuing it with an increasingly colonial character. A major shift involved
Russia’s intensified focus on Iran's northern provinces, particularly Astarabad, which held strategic
importance as an entry point into eastern Iran and because of its proximity to British India. Rus-
sian efforts to dominate Astarabad, especially in economic terms, deepened over time. In 1293
AH / 1876 AD, exclusive fishing rights along the Iranian Caspian coast and its tributary rivers,
including those of Astarabad, were granted to the Russian merchant Stepan Lianazov. These rights
expanded and were subsequently inherited by his descendants, remaining under their control
until the October Revolution of 1917. This article addresses two central questions: what activities
the Lianazov family pursued in Astarabad, and what impact their operations had on the region.

Method and Research Design: This research has been carried out with a descriptive-analytical
approach, using unpublished archival documents from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Findings and Conclusion: While the Lianazov family built facilities for fishing, warehouses, bath-
houses, bridges, and even hospitals in Astarabad, the monopolization of fisheries and maritime
operations helped them to extensively exploit the local inhabitants, especially the Turkmen. This

systematic encroachment made the confrontations with the local population inevitable.
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Introduction

In the nineteenth century, Iran's northern provinces were a key site for Russian imperial
ambition. The wars of 1804-1813 and 1826-1828 and the treaties of Golestan and
Turkmenchay gave Russia's expansionist policy against Iran a military and economic
dimension. Within these provinces, Astarabad (modern Golestan) maintained
particular strategic importance because of its Caspian Sea shoreline, proximity to
Russian lands on the opposite side of the water, and a land route of vital importance
toward Khorasan and Central Asia. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Qajar
state's financial weakness and increasing pressure by the Russians resulted in the ceding
of a number of economic concessions to Russian citizens and companies. Among the
most powerful of these was the monopoly fishing concession of the Caspian Sea,
which in 1876 was granted to the Armenian-Russian merchant Stepan Mikhailovich
Lianazov. For the next several decades, the Lianazov Trading Company continued its
fishing and processing activities along the Iranian Caspian coast, including Astarabad,
under the supervision and protection of the Russian government. Publicized as purely
commercial endeavors that were intended to modernize the fishing industry of Iran,
such activities also functioned as tools of deeper Russian involvement in the northern
borders of Iran. Backed by the Russian consular agents located in the Caspian ports,
the company was able to exert influence not only economically but also socially and
politically.

The present study explores the structure, operations, and impact of the Lianazov
Company in Astarabad between 1900 and 1917. Based on previously unpublished
archival material from the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, this paper discusses how
the company's economic monopoly affected local livelihoods and the environment,
and regional politics, and it examines interactions among Russian officials, company
agents, and the indigenous Turkmen. It finally situates the Lianazov enterprise within
the broader context of Russian imperialism and economic dependency dynamics in

Qajar Iran.
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Materials and Methods

The current research is based on a historical-analytical approach, relying mostly
on archival materials, unpublished diplomatic correspondence, and official reports
preserved from 1900 to 1917 (1318-1335 AH) within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Supplementary sources include Russian consular reports, British diplomatic documents,
and some Persian-language chronicles from Astarabad and Mazandaran. The analysis
proceeds through several layers. Documentary analysis involves a systematic scrutiny
of letters, petitions, and reports exchanged between Iranian local authorities and
the central government concerning the operations of the Lianazov Company. These
materials reveal the socio-economic effects of the company's activity and demonstrate
the extent of the Russian influence in the region. Socioeconomic interpretation focuses
on identifying the economic consequences of Russian control over fisheries, including
shifts in employment patterns, taxation structures, and local trade dynamics. A critical
historical method is then applied to cross-examine Iranian and Russian sources in
order to reduce national or ideological bias and to reconstruct an objective account of
Russian involvement in the Caspian littoral.

The analytical framework draws on theories of economic dependency and semi-
colonial relations, emphasizing the asymmetrical power structure between Qajar Iran
and Tsarist Russia. Using this interdisciplinary prism, the investigation puts forward the
hypothesis that the Lianazov Company represented not just an economic entity but also
a geopolitical tool in the hands of the Russian Empire for controlling northern Iran's

natural resources and water transport systems.

Results and Discussion

Analysis of primary sources demonstrates that the Lianazov Company established
an elaborate network of fisheries, storage depots, and logistical centers along the
Caspian coast, with Astarabad as one of its key hubs. In turn, the Iranian state granted
the company extensive privileges, such as tax exemption, unrestricted access to
coastal waters, and a monopoly over the mouths of the rivers. In return, the Qajar

government was to receive only modest annual remittances, which underlines both
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economic inequality and a growing dependency of the state on Russian financial and
political backing. The operations of the company transformed the local economy and
environment. Industrial fishing technologies introduced by Lianazov monopolized the
most productive fishing zones, therefore displacing local fishermen and undermining
the traditional fishing cooperatives. Many inhabitants-mostly Turkmen communities-
were put to work as wage laborers under conditions of exploitation. Reports sent
by local officials to Tehran describe harsh treatment, economic disruption, and the

company's interference in administrative matters.

Socially, the growing Russian presence heightened tensions between settlers and
indigenous groups. Infrastructure built under the Russians—warehouses, bridges, and
hospitals—although seemingly a force of modernization, was also a sign of imperial
control. Russian consular representatives took advantage of the physical spaces to
expand their reach of jurisdiction, interfering in local squabbles, and protecting Russian
subjects from Iranian legal authority.

After the October Revolution in 1917, the Bolshevik government annulled imperial
concessions and, therefore, Lianazov control over the settlement. Yet, the socio-economic
structures built up by the company of economic dependency, class stratification, and

weakened local industries outlasted the company's presence by far.
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Bosworth, Clifford Edmund. (2004-07-20). “iranicaonline.org, MINORSKY, Vladimir
Fedorovich (1877-1966), outstanding Russian scholar of Persian history, historical
geography, literature and culture”. Published: July 20, 2004. From: https://www.

iranicaonline.org/articles/minorsky-vladimir/

English Translation of References

Documents

Edare-ye Asnad va Tarix-e Diplomasi-ye Vezarat-e Omur-e Xarejeh (Estadox) (De-
partment of Diplomatic Documents and History of the Ministry of Foreign Af-
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[In Persian]
Ketab-xaneh, Muze va Markaz-e Asnad-e Majles-e Sora-ye Eslami (Kemam) (Library,
Museum and Document Center of Iran Parliament): 1/133/3/1/5; 2/133/3/1/10.
[In Persian]|
Sakma (Sazman-e Asnad va Ketabxane-ye Melli-ye Iran) (National Library and Ar-
chives Organization of Iran): 240/14229. [In Persian]
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(Cities & trade: Consul Abbott on the economy and society of Iran 1847-1866).
Translated by Seyyed Abdolhossein Raees Al-Sadat. Tehran: Amir Kabir. [Persian]

Andreeva, Elena. (1388/2009). “Rusiyeh va Iran dar bazi-ye bozorg” (Russia and Iran
in the great game: Travelogues and orientalism). Translated by Elaheh Koulayi &
Mohammad Kazem Shojaei. Tehran: Daneshgah-e Tehran (University of Tehran).
[In Persian]|

Ashraf, Ahmad. (1359/1980). “Mavane’-e tarixi-ye sarmaye-dari dar Iran: Dowre-
Ye Qajarieh” (Social classes, state and revolution in Iran: A collection of essays).
Tehran: Zamineh. [In Persian]

“Asnad-e Astrabad va Dast-e Gorgan dar dowre-ye Masrutiyat” (Documents of
Astarabad and Dasht-e Gorgan during the constitutional era). (1390/2011). Ed-
ited by Mostafa Nouri & Ashraf Saraylu. Tehran: Ketab-xaneh, Muze va Markaz-e
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