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The present study was conducted with the aim of comparatively examining the
manner in which the religious traditions and beliefs of Iranians during the Qajar
era were represented in the travel accounts of French and Japanese travelers.
The research method employed in this study is descriptive-analytical and
comparative, based on a close examination of the texts of travel narratives. The
findings of the study indicate that French travelers, influenced by Orientalist
discourse and Enlightenment thought, adopted a critical and at times
superiority-oriented approach, focusing primarily on the structure of religious
power, the role of the clergy, and the prevalence of superstition. In contrast,
Japanese travelers, due to the absence of a colonial background, displayed a
descriptive, detail-oriented, and empathetic perspective, recording religion as
an important component of cultural identity and the lived experience of the
people through Muharram mourning ceremonies, pilgrimage practices, and
popular beliefs. The results demonstrate that the differences in the
representation of religious rituals stem from the distinct historical, political,
and cultural contexts of these two groups of travelers. In addition to addressing
the lack of research on Japanese travel accounts, this study reveals the
distinction between colonial and cultural perspectives in encounters with the
religion of Iranians.

Keywords: Qajar Era, Travel Writing, French Travelers, Japanese Travelers,
Religious Beliefs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Travelogues constitute one of the most significant historical sources for understanding the social,
cultural, and religious life of societies as observed by external witnesses. In the case of Qajar Iran, travel
narratives are especially valuable because they record the perceptions of foreign travelers who
encountered a society in which religion was deeply embedded in everyday life, public rituals, social
hierarchy, political legitimacy, and collective identity. The present study examines, through a comparative
lens, how French and Japanese travelers represented the religious traditions and beliefs of Iranians during
the Qajar period. The importance of this comparison lies in the different intellectual, political, and cultural
backgrounds of these two groups of travelers. French travelers such as Eugene Aubin, Ernest Orsolle, Jane
Dieulafoy, Drouville, and Flandin approached Iranian society largely from within the broader nineteenth-
century European intellectual tradition, which was shaped by Enlightenment rationalism, colonial
expansion, and Orientalist modes of representation (Aubin, 1984; Dieulafoy, 1989; Drouville, 1986; Flandin,
1945; Orsolle, 2003; Said, 1978). By contrast, Japanese travelers such as Inoue Masaji, Yoshida Masaharu,
Suzuki Shinjo, Furukawa Nobuyoshi, and Yenaga Toyokichi wrote from a non-European and non-colonial
position, and their observations often display a more descriptive, detailed, and culturally sympathetic
orientation toward Iranian religious life (Furukawa, 2005; Inoue & Eura, 2011; Suzuki & Eura, 2014; Yenaga
& Eura, 2010; Yoshida, 1994). Accordingly, the central aim of this study is to compare the representation
of Iranian religious traditions and beliefs in French and Japanese travelogues and to clarify how the
historical and cultural position of the observer shaped the image produced of religion in Qajar Iran.

The theoretical foundation of the study is based on the concepts of travel writing as historical
evidence, cultural representation, and Orientalism. Travelogues are not neutral mirrors of reality; rather,
they are mediated texts shaped by the author’s language, cultural assumptions, political location, religious
background, and expectations about the society being described. In this respect, the writings of French
travelers often reveal the influence of Orientalist discourse, in which the East was represented as exotic,
irrational, emotional, traditional, and in need of interpretation by the Western observer (Said, 1978). This
does not mean that all French travel accounts are identical or merely ideological, but it does suggest that
many of them interpreted Iranian religious practices through categories such as superstition, fanaticism,
clerical domination, and social backwardness. Aubin, for instance, pays close attention to the social and
political power of the Shiite clergy, while Orsolle and Dieulafoy frequently describe religious rituals
through a critical and analytical lens (Aubin, 1984; Dieulafoy, 1989; Orsolle, 2003). Japanese travelers,
however, did not generally write from the same colonial framework. Their accounts tend to focus more
on observation, detail, ritual form, spatial arrangement, public behavior, and the lived experience of
ordinary people. Inoue, Yoshida, Suzuki, and Furukawa were particularly attentive to rituals of mourning,
pilgrimage practices, mosque architecture, popular beliefs, and the emotional dimension of collective
religious life (Furukawa, 2005; Inoue & Eura, 2011; Suzuki & Eura, 2014; Yoshida, 1994). Therefore, the
comparative framework of this study makes it possible to examine not only what was observed, but also
how the observer’s cultural position shaped the form, tone, and meaning of the observation.

The study employs a qualitative, descriptive-analytical, and comparative method based on close
reading and content analysis of selected French and Japanese travelogues related to Qajar Iran. The corpus
consists of travel narratives that include direct or indirect references to Iranian religious traditions, Shiite
rituals, clerical authority, mosques, religious schools, pilgrimage, Muharram mourning ceremonies,
popular beliefs, and religious minorities. The analysis proceeds by identifying recurring themes in both



groups of travelogues and then comparing the interpretive tendencies of French and Japanese authors. The
main units of analysis include descriptions of Shiism as the dominant religious identity of Qajar Iran,
accounts of Muharram mourning and ta‘ziyeh, representations of pilgrimage and sacred places,
observations on the role of the Shiite clergy, descriptions of mosques and madrasas, reports on popular
beliefs such as charms, divination, dream interpretation, and healing practices, and references to religious
minorities. The study draws on French travel accounts such as those of Aubin, Orsolle, Polak, Drouville,
Flandin, Feuvrier, d’Allemagne, de Sercey, and Brugsch, as well as Japanese travel accounts by Inoue,
Yoshida, Suzuki, Furukawa, and Yenaga (Aubin, 1984; Brugsch, 1993; d'Allemagne, 1956; de Sercey, 1984;
Drouville, 1986; Feuvrier, 2005; Flandin, 1945; Furukawa, 2005; Inoue & Eura, 2011; Orsolle, 2003; Polak, 1982;
Suzuki & Eura, 2014; Yenaga & Eura, 2010; Yoshida, 1994). Through this method, the study seeks to
distinguish between descriptive observation, cultural interpretation, political judgment, and implicit
ideological positioning in the travel narratives.

The findings show that French travelers generally interpreted religion in Qajar Iran through its
institutional and political dimensions. They paid particular attention to Shiism as the official religion, the
authority of clerics, the relationship between religion and government, and the role of religious institutions
in shaping social behavior. Aubin emphasized the influence of the Shiite clergy in social and political
affairs, while Orsolle focused on the role of religious ceremonies in reinforcing communal identity and
clerical authority (Aubin, 1984; Orsolle, 2003). Polak’s observations also point to the centrality of Shiism
in Iranian society and the distinction between Shiites and Sunnis, while d’ Allemagne and Barnes describe
daily religious obligations such as prayer, ablution, fasting, and orientation toward the Ka‘ba (Barnes,
1994; d'Allemagne, 1956; Polak, 1982). French accounts of Muharram mourning and ta‘ziyeh are especially
significant because they combine fascination, emotional response, and critical distance. Flandin,
Drouville, Feuvrier, and de Sercey describe the theatrical and public dimensions of ta‘ziyeh, including
performance, music, symbolic conflict, collective grief, and the emotional intensity of the audience (de
Sercey, 1984; Drouville, 1986; Feuvrier, 2005; Flandin, 1945). Yet these descriptions often remain marked by
a tendency to evaluate Iranian religious practices according to European assumptions about rationality,
order, and progress. By contrast, Japanese travelers tended to approach the same rituals as cultural
phenomena embedded in everyday social life. Inoue and Yoshida describe mourning practices, chest-
beating, processions, public gatherings, and the suspension of ordinary commercial activity during
religious ceremonies with a more observational tone (Inoue & Eura, 2011; Yoshida, 1994). Furukawa’s
account of Muharram in Mazandaran similarly records ritual processions, banners, chanting, self-
wounding, and collective participation as visible expressions of Shiite memory and communal emotion
(Furukawa, 2005). This contrast suggests that French travelogues often foregrounded interpretation and
judgment, whereas Japanese travelogues more often foregrounded description and cultural documentation.

Another major finding concerns pilgrimage, sacred places, mosques, madrasas, popular beliefs,
and religious minorities. Sacred places such as the shrine of Shah Abd al-Azim, Mashhad, and other
pilgrimage sites appear repeatedly in both French and Japanese accounts as central spaces of Iranian
religious life. Vambery’s description of Shah Abd al-Azim emphasizes the social vitality, movement,
prestige, and symbolic importance of pilgrimage, while Suzuki and Inoue note that non-Muslims and
Europeans were often restricted from entering sacred shrines, indicating the strong boundary between
sacred and profane space in Qajar religious culture (Inoue & Eura, 2011; Suzuki & Eura, 2014; Vambery,
1993). French travelers also noticed the social and economic functions of pilgrimage centers, whereas



Japanese travelers paid closer attention to the gestures, emotions, and devotional conduct of pilgrims. In
the case of mosques and religious schools, Aubin and Orsolle highlight their social and political functions,
especially their role in sustaining clerical authority and public communication (Aubin, 1984; Orsolle, 2003).
Inoue, however, places greater emphasis on architecture, spatial organization, endowments, education,
and the everyday life of students and clerics in religious institutions (Inoue & Eura, 2011). Popular beliefs
were another field of contrast. French travelers such as Brugsch, Polak, and VVambery often described
charms, healing rituals, astrology, belief in spirits, and magical practices as signs of superstition or
ignorance (Brugsch, 1993; Polak, 1982; VVambery, 1993). Japanese travelers, especially Inoue and Yoshida,
recorded similar practices—such as dream interpretation, divination, talismans, and consultation with
fortune-tellers—but tended to treat them as part of the symbolic and psychological world of ordinary
Iranians rather than merely as evidence of backwardness (Inoue & Eura, 2011; Yoshida, 1994). Finally, both
groups referred to religious minorities, including Armenians, Jews, Zoroastrians, and Christian
missionaries. French accounts often stress legal restrictions, social pressures, and the economic role of
minorities, while Japanese accounts more frequently emphasize coexistence, daily interaction, cultural
diversity, and the persistence of distinct religious customs (Aubin, 1984; Furukawa, 2005; Inoue & Eura,
2011; Orsolle, 2003).

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of French and Japanese travelogues demonstrates that
religious traditions and beliefs in Qajar Iran were represented through markedly different interpretive
frameworks. French travelers generally viewed Iranian religion through a more analytical, political, and
often critical lens, emphasizing clerical authority, superstition, institutional power, social restriction, and
the perceived tension between religion and progress. Japanese travelers, by contrast, more often adopted
a descriptive, detailed, and culturally receptive approach, focusing on ritual practice, lived experience,
emotional participation, sacred spaces, and everyday religious behavior. These differences do not simply
reflect the personal attitudes of individual travelers; rather, they arise from broader historical positions,
intellectual traditions, and cultural encounters. The study therefore shows that travelogues are not merely
records of foreign observation, but also texts in which the observer’s own cultural world is revealed. By
comparing French and Japanese accounts, it becomes possible to gain a more nuanced understanding of
both Qajar Iranian religiosity and the mechanisms through which that religiosity was represented to
external audiences. This research also highlights the scholarly value of Japanese travelogues, which have
received less attention than European sources but offer an important complementary perspective on
Iranian society. Overall, the findings suggest that the religious life of Qajar Iran was complex, socially
embedded, emotionally powerful, and culturally diverse, and that its representation varied significantly
according to the historical and cultural position of the traveler.
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