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The apparent tolerance of government leaders with Christian missionaries in
Iran goes back to the Safavid period. The Qajar kings, who followed the
Safavids in religious practice and profession and were famous for religious
orientation, did not oppose the presence and activities of individual Christian
missionaries such as Henry Martin, Joseph Wolf, etc. in Iran from the beginning.
The presence and activities of foreign missionaries in Iran during the Qajar era
is one of the important topics in the social and religious history of Iran. Qajar
Iran was the destination of many Christian missionaries, and during this period,
French, English, German, Russian, etc. missionaries spread Christianity in many
areas of Iran in different ways. Now, in this Period among the evangelizing
groups that entered Iran from the middle of the Qajar period, the American
evangelizing missions were the first Protestant missionary groups that started
evangelizing in Iran. One of the most important issues about the American
missions has been the way the Qajar government officials deal with the
members of these missions. The current research seeks to investigate the
encounter of Qajar courtiers, including kings, ministers, local governors,
military leaders, princes, etc., with the American missionaries and their
activities, relying on the the descriptive-analytical method and citing library
sources. The results of the research show that the confrontation between Qajar
leaders and American missionaries is divided into two types: interactive and
confrontational. In this way, each of the Qajar officials showed different
behaviors and supported or opposed them according to the prevailing conditions,
interests, interest in modernity, the type of action of the American missionaries
towards the Muslims, etc. Also, the level of interaction and cooperation of the
Qajar officials was more than their opposition and confrontation with the
American missionaries. This caused the expansion of the activities of the
American mission and their long-term presence in Iran.
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1. Introduction

During the Qajar era in Iran, we witness the presence and activities of various Christian
missionary groups who entered the country from Europe and America. Among these groups,
American missionary organizations held a special position, as they were the first Protestant
groups to officially begin their missionary activities in Iran. These activities not only targeted
Christian minorities but gradually expanded to include Muslims, eliciting varied reactions
from Qajar governmental authorities. Examining the Qajar officials' encounters with these
missionary groups, particularly the Americans, is a subject of significant historical, cultural,
and political importance. This interaction was sometimes marked by tolerance and
cooperation, while at other times, it involved confrontation and opposition. This article,
relying on a descriptive-analytical method and utilizing library resources, investigates this
encounter and analyzes the factors influencing it.

The presence of Christian missionary groups in Iran dates back to the Safavid era. During that
period, despite emphasizing Shiism as the official religion, Safavid kings adopted a tolerant
approach toward religious minorities, including Christians. This approach continued into the
Qajar period. Qajar monarchs, especially in the early years of their rule, influenced by Safavid
traditions, maintained a conciliatory stance toward Christians and missionary groups. This
tolerance was also evident in their dealings with American missionary organizations.
American missionaries entered Iran during the mid-Qajar period and gradually expanded their
activities across various regions of the country, particularly among Christian minorities.

The Qajar officials' interactions with American missionary groups can be broadly categorized
into two types: cooperative and confrontational. These interactions were influenced by
various factors, including political conditions, personal interests, an inclination toward
modernity, and the nature of the missionaries' activities. In some cases, Qajar officials
supported the missionaries due to their interest in progress and modernity. In other instances,
however, they opposed them out of concern for the impact of proselytization on the Muslim
community.

During the reign of Mohammad Shah Qajar, American missionary groups were met with
relative acceptance. Mohammad Shah and his prime minister, Hajji Mirza Aqasi, due to their
Sufi inclinations and religious tolerance, created a relatively open environment for missionary
activities. This cooperative approach continued in later periods, particularly among certain
princes and local governors who, driven by an interest in modernity and progress,
collaborated with the missionaries. For example, Malek Qasim Mirza, a Qajar prince, was a
key supporter of American missionary groups in Azerbaijan. He not only supported their
educational and missionary activities but also assisted them in resolving their issues.
However, not all Qajar officials held a positive view of American missionary groups. In later
periods, especially during the reigns of Naser al-Din Shah and Mozaffar al-Din Shah, as
missionary activities expanded among Muslims, sensitivities increased, and some Qajar
officials began to oppose these groups. For instance, Asgar Ali Khan Afshar, a local governor,
opposed the activities of missionary groups due to concerns about their impact on the Muslim
community. Similarly, Mirza Saeed Khan Mo'tamen al-Molk, the then foreign minister,
sought to restrict missionary activities due to his religious conservatism.

The Qajar officials' interactions with American missionary groups were influenced by
multiple factors. One such factor was the political and international context. Qajar officials
were well aware of the support European countries provided to missionary groups and
understood that any hostile action against them could serve as a pretext for foreign
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intervention. On the other hand, some Qajar officials' interest in modernity and progress also
played a role in their cooperative approach toward the missionaries. These officials believed
that the educational and medical activities of the missionaries could contribute to Iran's
development.

In conclusion, the Qajar officials' encounters with American missionary groups were a mix of
cooperation and confrontation. While some officials supported these groups due to their
interest in modernity and progress, others opposed them out of concern for the effects of
proselytization on the Muslim community. Nevertheless, the predominant approach of Qajar
officials toward American missionary groups was positive, which facilitated their long-term
presence and the expansion of their activities in Iran. This interaction not only reflects the
complexity of Iran's relations with the outside world during the Qajar era but also highlights
the internal transformations and challenges Iranian society faced in its encounter with
modernity and the Western world.
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