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Abstract

Migration during the Qajar era was a complex and multidimensional phenomenon rooted in
unequal political, economic, and environmental structures. Drawing on Johan Galtung’s theory
of structural violence, this study investigates the factors undetlying both internal and external
migration during this period. It demonstrates how the systematic deprivation of fundamental
human needs, including survival, well-being, security, and environmental stability, contributed to
patterns of forced displacement. The study is based on 68 documented accounts from Qajar-era
travelogues and analyzes structural violence across three dimensions: environmental, political,
and economic. The findings reveal that ineffective governmental institutions and discriminatory
practices transformed migration into a necessary strategy for survival. Geographically, the
central, western, and northern regions of Iran experienced the greatest levels of migration due
to the combined effects of these structural pressures. In contrast, destinations such as Tehran,
as the capital and center of political authority, as well as neighboring territories including
Russia and the Ottoman Empire, functioned as major destinations for migrants. Employing
a descriptive-analytical approach, this study argues that migration in the Qajar period was
shaped not merely by individual decisions but by broader structural conditions that constrained
people’s choices. By integrating quantitative and qualitative analysis, the research provides a new
perspective on the demographic dynamics of Qajar Iran and offers an analytical framework for
understanding similar historical processes. Ultimately, this study demonstrates that structural
violence constituted a significant driving force behind migration and contributed to major
demographic transformations during the Qajar period.
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Introduction

Migration, as a socio-historical phenomenon, has consistently emerged from
the interaction of environmental, political, and economic factors. Johan
Galtung’s theory of “structural violence,” which emphasizes the deprivation of
fundamental human needs, including survival, health, well-being, and ecological
security, provides a useful analytical framework for examining migration
during the Qajar period. Drawing on this framework, this study demonstrates
how unequal environmental, political, and economic structures in Qajar Iran
generated systematic forms of deprivation and contributed to migration
as a strategy for survival. The evidence documented in these travelogues
includes adverse climatic conditions, oppression by local authorities, limited
employment opportunities, heavy taxation, inadequate healthcare facilities, and
social insecurity. These conditions represent forms of structural violence that
restricted individuals’ ability to maintain secure livelihoods and encouraged
movement toward safer regions or foreign destinations.

Regarding the existing literature, although several studies have examined
migration during the Qajar period, few have systematically investigated the
role of structural violence as an underlying factor in migration processes. For
instance, Yousefi Far and colleagues, in their study entitled “Examining the
Status of Internal Migration in the Qajar Period Based on Reports from the
Vaqaye -e Ettefaqiyeh Newspaper,” identified factors such as unfavorable
climatic conditions and oppression by rulers as important causes of migration.
Kasra, in “Migration and Its Role in Contemporary Political Conflicts in Iran
during the Qajar Period,” focused primarily on the economic and political
dimensions of migration. Seyyed Hashem Aghajari and Ahmadi, in their study
“Causes of Iranian Labor Migration to the Caucasus in the Latter Half of the
Thirteenth Century AH,” examined the factors behind Iranian labor migration
to the Caucasus. Similarly, Qolizadeh and Shahbazi investigated the statistics,
causes, and contexts of Iranian labor migration to the Caucasus before the
Constitutional Revolution, emphasizing economic and political instability as
important migration factors.

Nevertheless, the present study differs from previous research by applying
Galtung’s theory of structural violence and systematically analyzing travelogue
evidence to interpret Qajar-era migration as a phenomenon shaped by
interconnected structural conditions.

This study is significant for three main reasons. First, it represents an
interdisciplinary application of Galtung’s theory of structural violence to
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historical migration in Iran by integrating perspectives from history and
sociology. Second, it provides a quantitative and qualitative analysis based
on 68 firsthand travelogue accounts and develops a three-dimensional
classification of influential factors-environmental, political, and economic—
to examine their roles in migration patterns. Third, it reveals the relationship
between institutional inefficiency, discriminatory practices, and population
displacement. Accordingly, this research not only offers a new interpretation
of migration in Qajar Iran through the lens of structural conditions but also
proposes an analytical framework for examining similar migration processes in
other historical contexts and developing societies.

Materials and Methods

This research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach and by
employing Johan Galtung’s structural violence theory as its framework. The
research data were collected and extracted through qualitative and quantitative
content analysis of 68 documented reports from Qajar-era travelogues.
These data were categorized into three dimensions of structural violence—
environmental, political, and economic—and analyzed using statistical
tables. The sampling method was purposive and based on primary historical
documents. The study adopted an interdisciplinary approach with the aim of
determining the contribution of each of the three factors to migration patterns
and uncovering the systematic relationship between governmental institutions
and population displacements.

Result and Discussion

The present study, drawing on Johan Galtung’s theoretical framework of
“structural violence,” examines the causes of internal and external migration
during the Qajar era and demonstrates how unequal environmental, political,
and economic structures contributed to conditions in which migration
became a strategy for survival. Based on 68 documented accounts from
Qajar-era travelogues, the research shows that structural violence operated
through multiple dimensions and contributed to the systematic deprivation
of fundamental human needs, including survival, well-being, security, and
ecological stability, thereby intensifying insecurity, poverty, and social instability.
Environmental factors, including unfavorable climatic conditions, recurring
droughts, pest invasions, and ineffective water resource management,
significantly affected agricultural production and rural livelihoods. Combined
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with limited governmental capacity to respond to environmental crises, these
conditions contributed to the deterioration of living conditions in vatious
regions and encouraged migration toward other areas. Political factors, including
oppression by rulers, insecurity resulting from internal conflicts, and violence
associated with tribal rivalries, further contributed to social instability. Weak
institutional structures and ineffective governance reduced public security
and encouraged migration as a means of escaping insecurity and repression.
Economic factors, including heavy taxation, the system of suyursat (forced
requisition), recurring famines, and epidemic outbreaks, placed considerable
pressure on local communities. These economic difficulties, particularly among
lower social groups, contributed to decisions to seek employment opportunities
in other cities or abroad, including destinations such as Russia and the Ottoman
Empire.

This study contributes to existing scholarship by applying Galtung’s theory of
structural violence to the analysis of migration in Qajar Iran and interpreting
migration not merely as a consequence of individual choices but as a process
shaped by broader structural conditions. As primary sources, travelogues
provide valuable evidence of the relationship between social hardships,
governmental practices, and patterns of population movement. Furthermore,
identifying migrant-sending and migrant-receiving regions clarifies the
geographical dimensions of migration and demonstrates how regional
inequalities contributed to population displacement. The findings indicate that
migration in the Qajar era was not the result of a single factor but emerged
from the interaction of multiple structural pressures rooted in institutional
weaknesses, economic constraints, political instability, and inadequate responses
to social needs. This research highlights the importance of examining historical
migration through an interdisciplinary approach and demonstrates that
structural violence, understood as the deprivation of fundamental human
needs, provides a valuable analytical framework for studying social crises across
different historical contexts.

Conclusions

Drawing on Johan Galtung’s theory of structural violence, this study
demonstrates that widespread migration during the Qajar era should not be
understood solely as a result of individual decisions, but rather as a process
shaped by interconnected political, economic, and environmental conditions.
Based on the analysis of 68 documented travelogue accounts, the study shows
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that structural violence operated through multiple dimensions and contributed
to the deprivation of fundamental human needs, including survival, well-being,
security, and ecological stability. Environmental factors, such as recurring
droughts and inadequate water management, political factors, including
authoritarian governance and insecurity resulting from internal conflicts, and
economic factors, such as heavy taxation, suyursat (forced requisition), and
famine, interacted to create conditions of persistent hardship and insecurity.
Under these circumstances, migration increasingly became a strategy adopted
by individuals and communities seeking improved living conditions and greater
security. By applying Galtung’s theoretical framework to Qajar-era migration, this
research highlights the relationship between institutional weaknesses, structural
deprivation, and patterns of population movement. Travelogues, as primary
historical sources, provide valuable evidence of how these conditions affected
everyday life and contributed to migration processes. The geographical analysis
of migration patterns further indicates that regions experiencing multiple forms
of structural pressure became major sources of emigration, while Tehran and
neighboring territories emerged as important destinations. In conclusion, this
study emphasizes the significance of examining historical migration through
an interdisciplinary perspective. It demonstrates that the concept of structural
violence offers a valuable analytical framework for understanding migration
and social crises in different historical contexts and developing societies. Such
an approach contributes to a more nuanced interpretation of Iran’s past by
revealing the complex relationship between structural conditions, human
agency, and demographic change.
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