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This study investigates the process of transition and the adoption of modern
smallpox treatment methods in Qajar-era Iran. Prior to the introduction of
Western medical practices, understanding, prevention, and treatment of
smallpox were predominantly grounded in humoral theory, religious doctrines,
and popular traditions. Practitioners attempted to manage the disease by
integrating theoretical medical knowledge with practical experience; however,
these approaches demonstrated limited effectiveness in controlling the spread
and mortality of smallpox. The introduction of cowpox vaccination from
Western countries represented a novel intervention that challenged the
traditional medical paradigm, eliciting resistance from multiple societal groups,
including traditional physicians, religious authorities, and segments of the
general population. Gradual acceptance of this modern method necessitated
physician education, public awareness initiatives, and observation of successful
outcomes in patients. Governmental measures played a pivotal role in promoting
and ensuring the implementation of vaccination, thereby mitigating public fear
and social resistance. Analysis of this transitional process reveals that the shift in
treatment practices extended beyond medical techniques, catalyzing
transformations in societal attitudes, cultural beliefs, and health-related social
structures. This historical experience offers a compelling example of the
complex interplay between science, culture, social norms, and political authority
in the adoption of medical innovations.
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1. Introduction

From the earliest stages of human history, humankind has continuously faced a wide range of physical
hardships and biological adversities. Among these challenges, bodily injuries and diseases have played a
central role, often leading to diminished health, physical impairment, and, ultimately, death. Diseases, in
particular, constitute one of the most significant threats to human survival and are generally classified into
communicable and non-communicable types. While non-communicable diseases often resulted in relatively
limited consequences, infectious diseases-especially during epidemic outbreaks-produced widespread
mortality and, beyond their biological impact, triggered severe economic, social, and even political crises.
Consequently, the understanding, prevention, and treatment of contagious diseases became a crucial arena
for intellectual inquiry and practical intervention in historical societies.

Among communicable diseases, smallpox stands out as one of the most ancient and deadly illnesses that
afflicted human populations across vast regions of the world over long periods of time. Not only did
smallpox cause high mortality rates, but it also left permanent physical consequences, including blindness
and severe disfigurement, which deeply affected both individual lives and collective social structures. An
examination of historical sources-particularly medical texts and reports on prevention and treatment-
demonstrates the enduring significance of smallpox in different historical periods. Approaches to
understanding and combating the disease, whether preventive or therapeutic, were shaped by the prevailing
epistemological frameworks, dominant medical discourses, and cultural contexts of each era. In Qajar Iran,
these approaches were primarily formed within the framework of humoral medicine, intertwined with Shi‘i
Islamic beliefs and popular folk practices.

The present study constitutes an interdisciplinary investigation in the field of the history of medicine,
focusing on smallpox in Qajar Iran and examining the modes of knowledge, prevention, and treatment
associated with the disease, as well as the process through which modern medicine gradually replaced
traditional practices. The research data were collected through an extensive examination of primary sources
from the Qajar period, with particular emphasis on medical writings. Many of these sources exist in the
form of manuscript texts. The prioritization of medical sources is especially significant, as they have been
insufficiently utilized in many previous historical studies. The analysis adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach, aiming to reinterpret and contextualize medical knowledge and practices related to smallpox in
Qajar Iran while comparing traditional medical frameworks with emerging modern medical approaches.

During the Qajar era, humoral medicine functioned as the dominant medical system and played a
foundational role in explaining health and disease. This system comprised both theoretical and practical
dimensions. The theoretical dimension was based on the concepts of the "umiir tabi‘iyya" (natural
principles), structured around seven core components that guided diagnosis and treatment. The practical
dimension was organized around two principal axes: the preservation of health (hefz ol-sehhe), with
particular emphasis on the "six essential factors" (sette zaruriyye), and the treatment of disease through
pharmacological remedies and therapeutic procedures. Alongside this medical framework, religious beliefs
rooted in Shi‘i Islam and various forms of popular medicine played a significant role in addressing health
concerns. Practices such as reciting prayers, making vows, seeking intercession, and employing talismans
and magical treatments were commonly recommended as means of preventing or curing smallpox.
Although these practices fulfilled important cultural and psychological functions within society, they
proved largely ineffective in controlling widespread smallpox epidemics.

The gradual introduction of modern Western medicine into Iran during the nineteenth century posed a
serious challenge to the established medical discourse. The introduction of smallpox vaccination using
cowpox material represented a major turning point in the history of Iranian medicine. This innovation,
grounded in a reductionist and pathological approach, challenged not only humoral medicine but also the
traditional authority of physicians, entrenched religious conceptions, and long-standing popular therapeutic
practices. Responses to this transformation were far from uniform; rather, they produced a complex
situation characterized by resistance, skepticism, temporary coexistence, and eventual gradual acceptance.
The central question of this research concerns the manner in which modern methods of smallpox treatment
and prevention replaced traditional practices in Qajar Iran, as well as the factors that influenced this
process. The study hypothesizes that cognitive and behavioral approaches rooted in humoral medicine-
despite their strong cultural legitimacy and deep connections with religious and popular beliefs-were unable
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to effectively manage large-scale epidemics, thereby creating conditions conducive to doubt and change.
Furthermore, the introduction of modern Western medicine, supported by government initiatives,
educational efforts, and the observable success of vaccination, played a decisive role in reshaping public
attitudes toward modern medical knowledge.

A review of the existing scholarship reveals that, although various studies have addressed public health
conditions and the prevalence of smallpox in Qajar Iran, the transition from traditional smallpox treatments
to modern medical practices has rarely been examined in a comprehensive and systematic manner,
particularly with direct reliance on medical sources. Previous works have tended to focus either on
governmental policies and the activities of foreign physicians or on descriptive accounts of disease
outbreaks. Consequently, the present study seeks to address this gap by drawing on a wide range of
sources, especially medical manuscripts, to offer a more nuanced analysis of this historical transformation.
The findings of this study demonstrate that smallpox in Qajar Iran was not merely a medical or public
health issue, but a contested field in which competing medical discourses confronted one another. The
inability of humoral medicine to control recurring and destructive smallpox epidemics, along with the
substantial demographic losses they incurred, created conditions for critical reassessment of traditional
therapeutic approaches. In contrast, smallpox vaccination emerged as a defining symbol of modern
medicine. Despite facing initial resistance from traditional physicians, religious authorities, and segments
of the general population-resistance rooted in cultural mistrust, religious concerns, and economic interests-
the gradual support of the state, increased public education, and tangible evidence of vaccination’s
effectiveness fostered broader social acceptance.

This process of transition illustrates that medical change was not merely a technical or scientific
phenomenon, but rather one that necessitated a profound reconfiguration of the relationships among
science, religion, culture, and politics. Ultimately, smallpox and the introduction of vaccination constituted
a critical turning point in the history of Iranian medicine, facilitating the modernization of medical practice
and contributing to a gradual shift in societal attitudes toward scientific knowledge and public health.
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