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Abstract

Legitimacy, or the possession of the right to rule, was the most crucial tool that kings-despite
having coercive force and military power-needed in order to gain popular acceptance and
obedience, confront rival claimants to power, and ensure the continuity of their rule. Lineage-
building and connecting one’s genealogy to powerful and popular past dynasties were among
the methods used to acquire and strengthen political legitimacy, and many ruling dynasties
resorted to them. The Qajars, following this important principle, sought to gain legitimacy and
acceptance years before the formal establishment of their rule by constructing their lineage and
linking it to previous dynasties. It is worth noting that, within the framework of the concept of
political legitimacy, this study examines lineage-building not merely as a claim about the Qajars’
ethnic and genealogical origins, but as a tool for producing and reinforcing the legitimacy of
their rule. Furthermore, employing a historical-analytical method and collecting data through
library research, this study secks to answer the following question: What place did lineage-
building hold in the legitimization of the Qajar state, and what were the most important efforts
made by the Qajars in this regard? The findings indicate that the Qajars, through the works of
their contemporary scribes and historians, reshaped and manipulated historical narratives in an
attempt to connect their lineage to the Mongols, the Jalayirids, the Timurids, the Aq Qoyunlu,
the Safavids, and even the Parthians. Additionally, by choosing Turko-Mongol names for their
children and using titles that evoked associations with the Timurid and Safavid states, they
employed these genealogical and historical connections to present their rule as justified and
legitimate in the eyes of both elites and ordinary subjects.
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Introduction

The legitimacy of the state has always been a central concern for rulers and
political organizations from the emergence of states. The need to legitimize
power and governance emerged alongside the state itself; legitimacy served as
a justification for the ruler’s and the state institution’s right to exercise rulership
and sovereignty over subjects. In Iranian history, since mere conquest and
domination could not guarantee the continuity and survival of a government,
the foundation, stability, and endurance of royal dynasties depended
on possessing legitimacy or on the ways through which it was acquired.
Consequently, governments made every effort from the outset to obtain the
necessary legitimacy and make their rule acceptable among different social
classes. To overcome crises caused by a lack of legitimacy, they resorted to
various measures, including lineage construction and establishing affinal and
consanguineal ties with descendants of previous dynasties, so that their rule
or dynasty would not face challenges from opponents who did not recognize
them as legitimate.

The Qajar government was no exception. The leaders of the Qajar tribe were
among the main claimants in the power competition following the fall of the
Safavid dynasty. Their military force under Fath-Ali Khan played an important
role in sustaining the fragile rule of Shah Tahmasp II, and from that period
they gained an understanding of the close relationship between power and
legitimacy. Eventually, the Qajars, who succeeded through Aqa Mohammad
Khan’s efforts in establishing a new dynasty in Iranian history, recognized from
the beginning of their rise to power the necessity of legitimizing their rule and
state. For this reason, they based the foundations of their legitimacy on three
pillars: the ancient traditions of Iranian kingship, lineage (hasab-u nasab), and
Shi‘ism. In this context, lineage and lineage construction as means of acquiring
legitimacy became among the important measures that Qajar kings undertook
to legitimize their state.

Materials and Methods

This research, using a historical-analytical method based on library and
documentary studies, first collected and classified historical data and
information from primary sources and recent studies and then analyzed and
explained these data and information. The authors of this research have sought
to examine, within the framework of the concept of political legitimacy, the
lineage construction carried out at the court of Qajar kings by court secretaries
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and historians-not merely as a claim about the ethnic and genealogical origins
of the Qajars, but as a tool for producing and strengthening the legitimacy of
their rule. Likewise, this research seeks to answer the question of what place
lineage construction held in the legitimization of the Qajar state and what
the most important efforts of the Qajars in this regard were. Ultimately, the
attempt to provide a sound answer to this question has led the authors, while
observing the principle of reliability, to extract the necessary data from books
and documents related to the subject and then, by classifying and analyzing the
data, arrive at a scientific conclusion regarding the research subject.

Result and Discussion

After the collapse of the Safavids, Iran witnessed intense competition among
claimants to power. Under these circumstances, the Qajars resorted to various
strategies to consolidate their rule, the central axis of which was claiming descent
from prestigious families with historical standing. This measure narrowed the
gap between “existing power” and “the right to rule” and helped the Qajars
surpass their rivals and gain legitimacy. This was especially important because
the Qajars rose to power amid a profound legitimacy crisis, and claimants such
as the Safavids, Afsharids, and Zands were also seeking to demonstrate their
right to rule. The Qajars did not rely solely on military force; they also drew
on numerous sources of traditional legitimacy: supporting Safavid princes,
establishing affinal ties with the Safavid house, claiming descent from the
Safavids, Mongols, Jalayirids, Timurids, and Aq Qoyunlu, and employing the
titles and symbols of former rulers. This indicates that the Qajar state was
simultaneously a continuation of and a rupture from previous states, and that
its political culture relied on a rich tradition of Iranian, Islamic, and Turco-
Mongol rites and concepts.

The absence of a comprehensive study examining the Qajars’ multiple
lineage narratives simultaneously and in connection with political legitimacy
led the authors to address this topic. The present study seeks to fill this gap
by examining Qajar lineage construction not merely as a genealogical matter,
but as one of the mechanisms of political legitimization within Max Weber’s
concept of traditional legitimacy.

The main innovation of the research lies in demonstrating that the Qajars did
not resort to a single dynasty or narrative, but simultaneously reconstructed and
employed a set of lineage narratives with differing functions and degrees of
historical credibility. This study distinguishes between attributions supported
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by historical evidence and fabricated narratives, showing that the importance of
these narratives lay less in proving a single authentic lineage than in their capacity
to produce various aspects of political legitimacy and to place Qajar kingship
within the continuity of Iran’s historical tradition of rule. The findings show
that the Qajars, in the works of their contemporary secretaries and historians,
sought through the distortion and manipulation of historiographical narratives
to link their lineage to the Mongols, Jalayirids, Timurids, Aq Qoyunlu, Safavids,
and even the Parthians. Moreover, by choosing Turco-Mongol names for their
children and using titles that evoked associations with the Timurid and Safavid
states, they employed these connections to present their rule as justified and
legitimate among elites and ordinary subjects.

Conclusions

Following the collapse of the Safavid dynasty, a legitimacy crisis emerged in
Iran. Years before officially establishing their dynasty, the Qajars turned to
lineage construction and claimed descent from various dynasties in order to
overcome this crisis, gain public acceptance, and secure full political legitimacy.
An examination of Qajar lineage narratives shows that lineage construction for
this dynasty was not merely a representation of the past or a genealogical claim,
but rather one of the important mechanisms for legitimizing their kingship.
Linking the Qajar house to renowned dynasties and rulers of the past made it
possible to place the new monarchy within the continuity of Iran’s historical
tradition of rule. Within Max Weber’s theoretical framework, this process
falls mainly within the domain of traditional legitimacy because the Qajars,
by appealing to lineage, tradition, antiquity, and ties with authoritative families,
sought to justify their right to rule on the basis of the prestige and sanctity
of the past. Qajar lineage construction should be regarded as a selective,
multilayered process attuned to political exigencies, aimed not at proving a real
lineage for the Qajars, but at understanding how the historical and mythical
past was transformed into sources of political legitimacy.
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