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Abstract

As the collapse of the Zand dynasty was imminent and the political legitimacy crisis in Iran was
exacerbated, the stage was set for competition among various tribal groups and power-seeking
forces. The Qajar tribe-one of the Qizilbash clans-gradually but firmly established its position
by drawing upon its military tradition, familial ties, and the power vacuum after the collapse of
the Safavid dynasty. Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar, the leader of this tribe and the founder of
the Qajar dynasty, made one of his most significant political decisions by selecting Tehran as
the capital of his new state. This choice had a lasting impact on Iran’s political and geographical
destiny. This study intends to examine the reasons and motives behind that decision. Based
on historical sources and a descriptive-analytical method, the research takes into account the
central question: why, despite the existence of more ancient and more powerful cities, Tehran,
above all, was chosen as the capital of the new dynasty? The findings reveal that the selection
resulted from interconnected geographical, military, political, and economic factors. Tehran’s
faitly central location-distant from dangerous regions of the time-its proximity to Astarabad
(the Qajar birthplace and recruiting ground), and its location on vital trade and communications
lines between northern and central Iran were all of the greatest significance.
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Introduction

Before the Safavid period, Tehran had been a relatively obscure village near the
old city of Ray. It gained some urban characteristics during the reign of Shah
Tahmasp I (r. 1524-1576) when he ordered a defense wall to be constructed
around it. While some historians have speculated about the prospect of moving
the capital to Tehran during the Safavid and Zand periods, no conclusive
historical evidence supports any such move. Tehran remained on the margin
of Iranian politics until the late 18th century, becoming significant only with
the arrival of Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar, who officially made it the capital.
Despite the significance of this geopolitical decision, literature has yet to
analyze its determinants with a systematic and critical methodology. Early
Persian soutces, such as Rawzat al-Safa-ye Naseri, Nasikh al-Tawarik, Met’at
al-Boldan, and the Memoirs of Abd-Allah Mostawfi, offer informative
narrative accounts. Most, nevertheless, are descriptive in orientation and do not
investigate the strategic rationale for Tehran’s selection. Mostawfl’s discussion,
while insightful, emphasizes Tehran’s fertile surroundings, proximity to Qajar-
supporting tribes, and geographic ties to Astarabad; it is limited in scope and
does not fully consider political and geopolitical dimensions.

Modern scholarship also falls short. General books on the history of Tehran
(e.g., by Javaherkalam, Karimian, Takmil Homayoun, and Shahbazi) are useful
for background but are not analytically rigorous. More specialized Qajar
political histories rarely address the relocation of the capital as a focused
research question. When the topic is addressed, it is often superficial and
methodologically lacking.

This study seeks to address that gap by analyzing the selection of Tehran as
the Qajar capital within a multidimensional framework of geography, military
strategy, political stability, and symbolic legitimacy. By re-analyzing Persian and
European primary sources, this article demonstrates that the Tehran decision
was not arbitrary or personal, but a calculated response to the geopolitical needs
of a nascent Qajar state.

Materials and Methods

This research investigates the historical rationale for designating Tehran as
the capital in the eatly years of the Qajar period, focusing on the political,
geographical, and strategic reasons that led Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar to
make this decision. The fundamental research question-who selected Tehran,
as opposed to more ancient and powerful cities, as the center of government-
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addresses historical theory and the broader intellectual knowledge of state
formation and centralization in post-Safavid Iran. The query is relevant not
only to the study of history but also to political geography, urbanization, and
institutionalization of power in pre-modern states.

The study utilizes a qualitative research design grounded in the descriptive-
analytical approach. The descriptive component involves sketching historical
facts, events, and situations from primary and secondary sources like chronicles,
travelogues, historical monographs, and scholarly analyses. The analytical
component relies on these descriptions to interpret the motivations, limitations,
and strategic appraisals that informed the Qajar leadership in making decisions.
Work has been conducted exclusively on a library basis. Sources have been
critically scanned and assessed to lend both historical validity and thematic
relevance. By considering these sources through a consistent frame of
interpretation, the research attempts to recreate the interplay between
geographical position, tribal politics, military tactics, and socio-economic forces
that provided the basis for Tehran’s advancement to capital city status.

The chosen method is optimally suited to the research question because it
allows in-depth contextual scrutiny of earlier choices with structural effects
in the longer term. This study goes beyond targeting quantifiable outcomes
to emphasizing causal explanation and narrative reconstruction, thereby
enhancing the value added to both Qajar historiography and broader theory
debates regarding capital choice and centralization of the state during petriods
of political crisis transformations.

Result and Discussion

The results of this study show that the selection of Tehran as Qajar Iran’s
capital was a calculated, multidimensional choice quite beyond geographical
convenience. Originally a peripheral village near Ray, the rise of Tehran to
capital status under Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar was a turning point in Iranian
history. The rationale for this decision falls into three spheres: geopolitical,
economic, and symbolic-strategic.

Geopolitically, the central location of Tehran on the Iranian plateau had
logistical advantages for dominating a vast and scattered land. In an age
of inferior transportation facilities, centrality gave northern and southern
provinces access. Furthermore, Tehran acted as a buffer between the Caspian
north, which was crucial for Qajar tribal backing, and the south, which had
competing power centers. The proximity to the northern or Russian borders
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was also strategic since Russia’s influence was rising,

Economically, Tehran was situated along major trade routes connecting various
regions of Iran and farther afield. Besides providing the Qajar state with access
to trade and customs revenues, it assisted in transforming the city, over time,
into a booming economic center. The region also offered a relatively stable
source of natural resources like water, pasturelands, and minerals essential to
serve an expanding administrative capital.

Symbolically, the city’s relatively tabula rasa nature-it had not been the capital
of a previous great dynasty-offered the Qajars a blank page on which to write
their power. Unlike Isfahan and Shiraz, which were irrevocably tied up with the
Safavids and Zands, respectively, Tehran allowed the Qajars to establish a new
political identity without being overwhelmed by dynastic baggage.
Comparative analysis with other studies shows a lack of systematic discussion.
Most of the eatlier research, especially primary Persian histories, desctibes
the relocation in anecdotal accounts or attributes it to a cause of personal
preference. European travel accounts, though giving external observations on
the location and structure of the city, suffer from orientalist deficiency and
barely touch upon the internal logic of Qajar state formation. Recent literature,
while more skeptical, has tended to treat Tehran’s status as a capital incidentally
only.

Methodologically, the research relies on a descriptive-analytical approach,
whose sole limitation is the interpretative reliance on textual evidence, which
may be elite or state-oriented and pays too little attention to popular or local
responses. It is further bound by the researcher’s unavailability of quantitative
spatial data to explore the dynamics of Tehran’s expansion through the ages.
Nevertheless, in triangulating Persian and European sources, the research offers
a rich appreciation of Tehran’s rise to capital status.

Conclusions

Tehran, as the capital of Iran under the reign of the Qajar, was a turning point
with long-term and far-reaching consequences. While centrality of location is
the most obvious reason, close observation reveals a multifaceted interaction
of geopolitical and fiscal incentives. At the heart of the Iranian plateau, Tehran
offered strategic accessibility to several regions, a boon when transportation
routes were outdated. It eased control by the leaders of the Qajar over north
and south Iran, and proximity to the border of Russia provided them with an
added weight at a time when Russian expansion began. Economically, being
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a crosstoad of main commerce routes with a connection to natural resources
like water and minerals, it became even more appealing. The consequences of
the choice had far-reaching effects. It grew with a fast urbanization rate and
became Iran’s political, commercial, and cultural center. The concentration of
authority there undermined the authorities of previous centers of authority,
like Isfahan and Shiraz. Furthermore, the capital status of Tehran coincides
with the onset of modernization within Iran, being the main center of reform.
So, Tehran’s choice was not pragmatic, but a turning point that decided Iran’s
growth in modern times.
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