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Abstract

One of the most bitter events during the Iran-Ottoman wars was the massacre of the
people of Tabriz during the occupation of that city in 993 AH. This event has been a
subject of constant debate and controversy from its occurrence to recent times. Two
types of narratives are particularly relevant: those found in existing Safavid sources
and those in Ottoman historical accounts. Historians have looked at this issue from
their own perspectives and backgrounds, recording various reports. The term
"massacre" is most emphasized and frequently used in these narratives. Different
accounts, in reconstructing and representing the historical event more accurately and
clearly, can reveal different aspects of what occurred. Multiple narratives of a single
event naturally weaken the authority of any one account and can themselves become
the focus and source of multiple interpretations. This article aims to examine and
criticize the similarities and differences in the historiography of the two rival fronts
by comparing and contrasting these perspectives to help better understand the event.
It is expected that, while clarifying possible ambiguities, the significance of the
event will be highlighted from the perspectives of both reliable and biased
narratives, and the reader will gain the necessary insight into the hidden aspects of
the event. The main question of this research is, "Why and how did the massacre
occur?" The findings indicate that a widespread massacre took place.
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Introduction

One of the most bitter events of the Iran-Ottoman wars was the massacre of the
people of Tabriz during its occupation in 993 AH. This event has been the subject of
constant debate and controversy from its occurrence to recent times. Among the
various accounts, two types of narratives are particularly significant. The term
"massacre" is most emphasized and frequently used in these narratives. Naturally,
different narratives of a single event by narrators with different origins and motives
can weaken the authority of the narrative and become a source for multiple
interpretations. Therefore, comparing narratives of a single event can guide
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historical research and help remove possible obstacles. In examining the
historiography of this period, it is necessary to mention that each historical work is
usually influenced by the context of its era and should be understood within that
atmosphere. Therefore, we must pay attention to the fact that the atmosphere
prevailing over Ottoman and Safavid society in the period under study was highly
ideological. Accordingly, in the existing reports, it is evident that the sources
generally have a religious character, and other elements are overshadowed by this.
Some narrative differences probably stem from this. In the meantime, it is possible
that some historians, influenced by this environment, may have included or omitted
material in the text to justify the behavior of officials and legitimize their actions.
For this reason, it is necessary to use these sources with greater caution; as the
historiography of the two rival fronts may not be the only true reflection of the
Tabriz event and could serve as a tool to legitimize the rulers and justify their
actions. These differences themselves constitute a research issue, the answer to
which can shed more light on the hidden aspects of this sensitive period in Iranian
history.

Main research question: What are the approaches and attitudes of Ottoman and
Safavid historians toward the subject of the article, and what are the differences and
similarities in their narratives?

Hypothesis: Given the sensitivity of the subject and the political and territorial
affiliations of the historians, despite some similarities, there are significant
differences between Ottoman and Safavid narratives.

Methods

This historical research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach,
given the nature of the subject. The article is based on primary and official sources.
Factors such as the quality of event narration, proximity to the event in time and
place, eyewitness testimony, and original reports influenced the selection of sources.

Discussion and Results

After the occupation of the city, most Ottoman sources claimed that “the people of
Tabriz did not live well with the army of Islam, did not get along with them, and
attacked at the right time, and martyring prominent individuals and members of the
army to a high degree”. (Rahimizadeh, 1392:167). In a narrative convergence, these
sources depict the people of Tabriz as the main instigators of the violence and
conclude that the Ottoman army became fed up with the harassment from the
people; therefore, they consider the heinous actions of the Ottoman soldiers a
necessary and legal response (ibid.). In contrast, Safavid sources consider the actions
of the occupying forces to religious differences and consider the justifications as
mere excuses (Monshi Qomi, 1363:2/789). Ottoman chronicles report the duration
and extent of the massacre as “three days and three nights” (Aali, 1059). The
importance of addressing the duration of the massacre stems from the fact that a
massacre of such dimensions usually requires a background and should not be
considered a momentary violence or a spontaneous event. Rather, it may indicate an
all-out confrontation aimed at eliminating the other party. Mustafa Ali, describing
the extent of the event, writes: “The alleys and passages were impassable due to the
mass of bodies of the killed (Talygizadeh). Natanzi believes that the violence of the
Romans was to such an extent that countless people of Tabriz were killed. (Afushte-
i, 1350: 170). Oruj Beg described the Tabriz incident as horrific and terrifying.
(Bayat, 1338: 216). In any case, considering the content of the available documents,
the duration reported by Ottoman sources seems plausible. During the period of the
case study, it was almost impossible to accurately record the number of deaths, and
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this was done based on estimates, which were prone to exaggeration. Regardless of
the lack of modern census systems, along with the distortion of real statistics in
favor of the origin of the parties, some Ottoman sources have entered into figures
and have announced the number of deaths, according to some estimators, at around
twenty thousand (Taaligi Zadeh, G 23b). In his account, Munshi Qomi puts the
number of Tabriz massacres at seven to eight thousand (Munshi Qomi, 1934: 2/789).
In addition to the tragedy of the massacre, the sadness and sorrow of the event were
intensified by the regrettable behavior of the Ottoman forces in violating the sanctity
of the Nawamis. Taqiqgizadeh explicitly addressed this issue, writing: “The Ottomans
in Tabriz did not stop at killing and looting people’s property; they also targeted the
women, girls, and children of Tabriz, filling the tents of their residences with the lust
for colorful women and young girls.” (Tagigizadeh, Tabriz, G. 2222). Confirming
Tagigizadeh’s narration, Munshi Qomi writes: “... Ottoman soldiers carried infant
children to the afterlife by putting their feet in their bellies and simultaneously
captured seven or eight thousand people from the plains of Mahlaqa, the daughters
of Saman Sima, the women of Hur Laga, and the children of Muslims from Tabriz,
buying and selling them among themselves” (Munshi Qomi, 1363: 2/789). Apart
from the cases mentioned, the looting of people’s property did not escape the
attention of the sources. The Ottoman historian believes that the soldiers plundered
the people of the city to such an extent that it was a hundred times more than what
Timur had committed in his attack on Sivas! (Rahimizadeh, 157:192).

Findings and Analysis: Regardless of the actual occurrence of the event, the
differences in the narratives of the Tabriz massacre should be considered more than
a simple difference in details. Living in an era when the war between Iran and the
Ottomans was at its peak, each side sought a narrative that would secure the
interests, origin, and legitimacy of their front. However, the analysis of this event
seems to be a classic example of historiography as a tool of “power" and the role of
"atmosphere" in shaping historical narratives.

Conclusion

To further explain the issue of the original and early sources, which were mainly
eyewitnesses to the event, the selection, similarities, and differences in the
historiography of the two sides were investigated. By briefly comparing the data
from Ottoman and Safavid sources, it was concluded that there was a discursive
convergence between the Ottoman narratives, and these sources were often
influenced by biased religious attitudes and anti-Iranian stances. This attitude was
generally present in a different form in the writings of Safavid historians. The
general impression is that both rival fronts, directly and indirectly, citing evidence
and circumstantial evidence, firmly confirmed the fact that the massacre was carried
out by Ottoman forces, but they have fundamental differences in explaining the
reason for the event. Delegitimizing the enemy and legitimizing oneself is one of the
main problems in the presentation of the Tabriz incident. Therefore, adopting a
cautious approach to achieving deep, truth-based knowledge, it is believed that the
historiography of the two rival fronts offers two directional reflections of the reality
of the Tabriz massacre, rather than the reality itself. Thus, it is inferred that the
historical truth does not lie entirely within either of these two narratives, but rather
somewhere between and beyond them.
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