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ABSTRACT

Prior to the Qajar period, Isfahan’s strategic position along major trade routes made it an
attractive destination for foreign merchants. Following its designation as the capital of the
Safavid dynasty, a number of foreign trading companies established offices in the city.
However, the Afghan invasion and subsequent instability led to the gradual withdrawal of these
companies. Their commercial presence remained limited until the establishment of the Qajar
dynasty. With the ascent of the Qajars—particularly during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah—
British commercial enterprises began operating in various regions of Iran, including Isfahan.
These companies engaged in diverse economic activities, the significance of which constitutes
the core focus of this research. Accordingly, the central research question isu= «. What roles did
British commercial enterprises play in Isfahan during the Qajar era? Given Isfahan’s continued
prominence as a nexus of trade during the Qajar period, the city remained of considerable
interest to British merchants. By establishing trade offices in Isfahan, they expanded their
commercial footprint within Iran. It appears that the presence of British firms contributed to the
development of Isfahan’s economy and commercial landscape, and that a degree of
collaboration existed between these firms and local Iranian merchants. This study adopts a
qualitative methodology based on library research and archival sources, including Qajar-era
newspapers. The findings aim to identify the British companies active in Isfahan during this
period, examine the nature of their activities, and assess the broader economic, commercial,
and social impacts of their presence on the city.
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Extended Abstract

Activity of British companies in Isfahan during of Qajar period (1875-1925)

In the Qajar period, despite losing its status as the capital, Isfahan continued to be recognized as one of Iran’s major
commercial and economic centers. The city’s unique geographical position as a connecting point for important domestic and
international trade routes drew the attention of British trading companies. This study seeks to answer the following question:
What was the performance of British companies in Isfahan between 1876 and 1925? Additionally, the researchers aim to
analyze the impact of these companies’ activities on the economic, social, and commercial structure of Isfahan. The
significance of this topic lies in the fact that the presence of these companies had not only economic but also profound social
and cultural consequences for local markets and industries. Despite Britain’s extensive role in Iran’s economy during the
Qajar era, only limited and scattered research has examined the role of British companies in various cities, including Isfahan.
Therefore, this study aims to fill the existing knowledge gap and answer key questions regarding why British companies
chose Isfahan, how they operated, and what effects they had on the city’s economy. This article examines the economic
activities of British trading companies and their economic and social impacts on the city of Isfahan. The research also touches
upon the social, political, and cultural dimensions of these companies’ activities. The literature review shows that existing
sources have mainly offered general discussions about the presence of British companies in Isfahan. Works by Elahiyari and
colleagues, as well as Shirani Nagneh, have mentioned the presence of these companies but have not provided detailed
analyses of their consequences. Thus, this study attempts to address this gap by using library sources, archival documents, and
newspapers, employing a descriptive—analytical method. However, the research faced limitations due to the scarcity of
sources—since the topic falls under local studies, which often lack adequate information—and due to the limited attention
given to non-political subjects in the existing literature. Consequently, after extensive review, the available findings proved to
be quite limited. The results indicate that seven British trading companies—David Sassoon; Hotz; Ziegler; Gray, Paul & Co.;
Dickson, Muir & Tweedy; and Lynch Brothers—were active in Isfahan from 1876 to 1925. These companies, by leveraging
Isfahan’s strategic position along key trade routes from southern to northern Iran, managed to dominate the city’s
marketplace. The construction of the Bakhtiari Road by the Lynch Company, which facilitated connections between
Khuzestan and Isfahan, significantly increased the flow of British goods into the city. The governorship of Zell al-Sultan, with
his political inclination toward Britain, further created a favorable environment for these companies’ operations. Their
extensive presence in the Isfahan market led to the widespread availability of inexpensive and diverse British textiles, which
replaced locally produced goods. This shift caused a decline in traditional industries such as textile production and weakened
the competitiveness of local producers, resulting in a market dominated by British merchandise. Furthermore, the activities of
these companies deeply affected the economic and agricultural structure of Isfahan. Local merchants, in their attempts to
compete with foreign goods, were forced to change crop patterns—Ileading to the cultivation of cash crops such as opium and
tobacco instead of grains and subsistence crops. In the long run, these changes caused food shortages and sudden famines.
Social consequences, such as the closure of local businesses and changes in consumer preferences toward foreign goods, were
among the other negative outcomes of the British presence. Despite efforts by local elites to establish domestic trading
companies such as Mas'udiyeh, Islamiyyeh, Mahmoudiyeh, and Okhovat to resist British dominance, these attempts largely
failed due to the weak support structures of the Qajar government and economic pressures, such as higher customs fees
imposed on local merchants. In conclusion, although the presence of British companies in Isfahan during the Qajar period
increased imports and expanded the market for foreign goods, it also produced severe economic and social consequences.
Their activities not only led to the stagnation of local industries and the decline of indigenous production but also reshaped
agricultural structures, increased economic dependency, and weakened the position of local merchants and artisans. These
conditions became more apparent during the Constitutional Revolution, turning Isfahan into one of the key centers of
resistance against foreign influence. Thus, the opening of Isfahan’s markets to British companies did not lead to economic or
commercial prosperity; rather, it inflicted significant harm on the city’s trade, industries, and agriculture. Perhaps even more
critical was the shift in attitudes and consumer preferences among the people of Isfahan, who increasingly favored foreign
goods introduced by British companies. This shift represented a serious social and cultural harm—one that persisted over time
despite the efforts of local leaders who even considered issuing religious bans on foreign products.
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