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Natural disasters have an inextricable connection with the history of Iran, serving as
catalysts for numerous transformations across various social, economic, and even
political dimensions. In this context, the Qajar era (1789—-1925) represents a pivotal
period in Iranian history that witnessed devastating natural disasters such as floods,
hailstorms, snowfalls, extreme cold, and droughts. The central question of this study
is: what types of natural disasters occurred during the Qajar period, and what were their
outcomes and consequences? Accordingly, this study adopts a historical research
design with a descriptive-analytical approach, and the data collection method is based
on library and documentary sources. The findings of the study reveal that natural
disasters during the Qajar period led to consequences such as population decline,
migration, the spread of diseases, and the outbreak of social unrest and insecurity—all
of which continuously afflicted Iranian society. Based on historical documentation,
governmental and administrative responses to the aftermath of these disasters can be
assessed as weak. This ineffectiveness is attributable to authoritarian governance, the
state-society divide, self-interest, the absence of crisis management mechanisms, Iran’s
geographic and natural conditions, lack of communication infrastructure, and the
vastness of the country’s territory.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Natural disasters have played a significant and continuous role in shaping the historical trajectory
of Iran, particularly during the Qajar era (1789-1925), when the country endured numerous calamities
including famines, floods, droughts, earthquakes, hailstorms, and snowstorms. These environmental crises
were deeply interwoven with Iran's social, economic, and political structures and influenced
transformations at both local and national levels. The historical geography and climatic conditions of Iran
rendered it vulnerable to over thirty types of natural and man-made disasters, placing it among the ten
most disaster-prone countries in the world. During the Qajar period, widespread environmental
catastrophes such as devastating famines in 1282 AH in Azerbaijan, where the price of grain soared (Asif
al-Dawla, 1998), and in 1336 AH in Tehran, where famine led to daily deaths of fifty people and the
consumption of dogs, cats, and even human corpses (Shahri, 2004), reveal the magnitude of suffering
inflicted on society. Earthquakes in cities such as Shiraz, Quchan, and Tabriz—some of which claimed
thousands of lives and left towns in ruins—demonstrate the frequency and destructive power of seismic
activity during this time (Ambraseys & Melville, 1991). Floods, hailstorms, and cold snaps also ravaged
urban and rural settlements, contributing to widespread displacement, the collapse of infrastructure, and
the decimation of crops and livestock. These disasters not only caused physical destruction but also
catalyzed profound social dislocation, economic stagnation, and administrative failures, highlighting a
critical nexus between environmental vulnerability and institutional incapacity.

The socio-political consequences of these disasters were equally severe and multifaceted. Natural
disasters catalyzed major demographic shifts, including internal and external migrations, the breakdown
of rural communities, and the overburdening of urban centers unprepared to absorb the influx of displaced
populations. For example, during the famine of 1287 AH, many residents of Yazd migrated to other
provinces to escape starvation and disease (Sefat Gol & Gurney, 2008). The prevalence of looting and
highway robbery increased dramatically, as did incidences of desperate crimes. Foreign travelers and
domestic observers recorded terrifying episodes of cannibalism during times of extreme famine,
illustrating the depth of societal collapse. During the famine in 1288 AH, cases of infanticide and
consumption of human flesh were documented widely. One report noted that a woman in Tehran attempted
to eat the corpse of a child and was arrested while cooking the body (Madjd, 2007). In other regions, parents
were reported to have killed and consumed their own children due to lack of food (Shahri, 2004). The
systematic failure of burial services, and the subsequent risk of grave-robbing for flesh, further illustrated
the breakdown of societal norms. These social pathologies point to an erosion of moral and institutional
frameworks, exacerbated by the absence of effective relief mechanisms. Moreover, the population losses
incurred through both direct fatalities and disease outbreaks such as cholera and plague (which followed
many droughts and famines) decimated the labor force and diminished the productive capacities of cities
and villages alike (Vaqaye'-e Etefagiyeh Newspaper, 1994).

Economically, the impact of natural disasters during the Qajar period was extensive and deeply
detrimental. Agriculture, as the backbone of Iran’s pre-modern economy, suffered immensely due to
droughts, floods, hail, and frost. The recurring famines, caused by failed harvests and the drying of qanats
and rivers, disrupted grain supply chains, increased food prices, and caused mass starvation. During the
famine of 1277 AH, for example, grain prices increased drastically, and villagers fled to cities, intensifying
urban poverty (Wills, 1989). The destruction of agricultural land and livestock led to a collapse in rural
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livelihoods. Some small-scale landowners were forced to relinquish their property in exchange for food
or to settle tax debts. In the transportation sector, the absence of a modern railway system compounded
the crisis, as grain and other essential commodities had to be transported via mule caravans, which were
both slow and expensive. The price of transport animals increased up to five times their usual cost (Ketabi,
2005). Economic instability was further exacerbated by governmental inability to implement effective
disaster relief or infrastructural investment. Attempts to quell urban food riots or manage price inflation
often ended in violence or were undermined by corruption and inefficiency. In many cases, wealthy
merchants and local elites hoarded goods, which only intensified the suffering of the general populace and
revealed the deep structural inequalities embedded in Qajar society.

Politically, the Qajar state's weak response to natural disasters exposed the deficiencies of
governance and administration. The absence of centralized crisis management systems, combined with
geographic fragmentation and a lack of communication infrastructure, meant that the state often failed to
deliver timely aid or implement preventive measures. Governmental reactions were generally reactive
rather than proactive, and relief efforts were hampered by the authoritarian and patrimonial nature of Qajar
rule. The divide between the state and the people, exacerbated by elite self-interest and a lack of public
accountability, created a vacuum in disaster response capacity. Even punitive responses to theft, such as
the amputation of thieves’ ears or public executions, failed to deter crime or address the root causes of
unrest (Vaqaye'-e Etefagiyeh Newspaper, 1994). In some cases, the state blamed external agents or lower
officials rather than acknowledging its own shortcomings. European observers noted that the absence of
accurate population records and the state's resistance to census-taking—due to fear of taxation demands
by the monarchy—hampered any systematic planning for disaster mitigation or economic recovery
(Drouville, 1969; Polak, 1989). The resulting administrative inertia perpetuated cycles of suffering, whereby
each new natural disaster reproduced or intensified the vulnerabilities of previous ones.

From a historiographical standpoint, this research fills a critical gap in the literature by
systematically cataloging and analyzing natural disasters in the Qajar period using documentary and
archival sources. Although some previous studies have mentioned specific disasters in passing, few have
attempted a comprehensive survey of their types, frequencies, and socio-economic consequences. The
study's reliance on historical newspapers, travelogues, court documents, and firsthand testimonies offers
a robust evidentiary base for evaluating the lived experiences of disaster-affected populations. Tables
cataloging earthquakes, famines, and floods by year, location, and consequence enable both chronological
and thematic analysis. For instance, the documentation of famine-related cannibalism in multiple regions,
such as Shiraz and Tehran, underscores the national scope of the crisis (Shahri, 2004). Similarly, the
inclusion of earthquake data, such as the destruction of Shiraz in 1269 AH with over ten thousand fatalities
(Vaqaye'-e Etefaqiyeh Newspaper, 1994), provides insight into the persistent vulnerability of Iran’s urban
fabric. The granularity of this data challenges romanticized narratives of Iran’s past and foregrounds the
environmental precarity that shaped historical development.

In conclusion, the Qajar period exemplifies a time in which the confluence of natural disasters and
institutional fragility shaped the course of Iranian history in profound ways. The range of environmental
calamities—droughts, floods, earthquakes, hailstorms, and snowfalls—inflicted multi-dimensional harm
on the country’s social, economic, and political structures. These disasters contributed to mass starvation,
social disintegration, the erosion of state authority, and the stalling of economic development. They




catalyzed unprecedented instances of moral collapse, such as widespread theft and even cannibalism, and
left lasting scars on the collective memory of the Iranian people. The Qajar state’s ineffectual response to
these crises, driven by authoritarianism, infrastructural limitations, and administrative apathy, further
entrenched public disillusionment and instability. This study underscores the necessity of integrating
environmental history into broader narratives of political and social change, reminding us that natural
forces have long served as both agents of destruction and catalysts for historical transformation in Iran.
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