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The phenomenon of ta’arof is one of the most distinctive elements of Iranian
culture, whose diverse manifestations can be vividly observed in historical and
literary texts, particularly in the travelogues of the Qajar era. Travel writers of this

Received: period—both those recounting their lived experiences and those observing Iranian
2026/04/27 society from an outsider’s perspective—provide extensive descriptions of social
Accepted: relations, power dynamics, rituals of hospitality, economic exchanges, and
2026/05/23 administrative interactions, in many of which ta’arof plays a significant role.
pp: Employing a qualitative content analysis approach and focusing on a selection of
43-54 notable Qajar travelogues, this study explores the different manifestations of

ta’arof, the mechanisms underlying its formation, and the social functions
Keywords: embedded within this practice. The findings indicate that ta’arof in these travel
Culture; narratives is not merely an everyday act of politeness but a cultural mechanism that
Qajar; regulates social relationships, manages power distance, preserves social dignity,
Ta’arof; and reinforces communal solidarity. Iranian travel writers generally regard ta’arof
Travelogue. as a natural and essential aspect of social life, interpreting it within the framework

of cultural norms and collective identity. In contrast, European observers often
approach the concept with fascination, confusion, or even misunderstanding,
attempting to interpret it through their own cultural paradigms and at times
portraying it as exaggerated, overly intricate, or impractical. Examining the
representation of ta’arof in Qajar travelogues thus provides deeper insight into the
social structure of nineteenth- century Iran and the ways it was perceived and
depicted by both insiders and outsiders. This analysis not only clarifies the
symbolic and social functions of ta’arof but also contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of intercultural perception and the reflective nature of travel writing
in Iranian studies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study examines ta’arof, a distinctive feature of Iranian culture, as represented in Qajar-era
travelogues. Using a qualitative content analysis of selected travel narratives by both Iranian
and European writers, the research explores the forms, origins, and social functions of ta’arof
in nineteenth-century Iran. The findings show that ta’arof is more than a simple act of
politeness; it is a cultural mechanism that shapes social relations, manages power distance,
preserves dignity, and strengthens communal solidarity. Iranian travel writers generally present
ta’arof as a natural and necessary part of social life, closely tied to cultural norms and collective
identity. In contrast, European observers often view it with curiosity, confusion, or
misunderstanding, sometimes describing it as excessive or impractical. Overall, the study
reveals how ta’arof reflects the social structure of Qajar Iran and highlights differences in
cultural perception, making travelogues valuable sources for understanding both Iranian society
and intercultural interpretation.

Ta’arof is one of the most fundamental communicative mechanisms in Iranian culture, forming
a complex system of speech and behavior rooted in Iranian history and collective memory. It is
not merely a set of polite expressions, but a functional social language used to maintain order,
hierarchy, respect, and self-image across a wide range of interactions, from family life to
political and economic exchange. Ta’arof also reflects a paradox between reality and
appearance, or between genuine intention and socially appropriate speech. While it can express
empathy, respect, and social harmony, it may also create misunderstanding, reduce
transparency, or conceal personal interests. In this sense, ta’arof functions as a social technology
for regulating relationships.

Its importance became especially visible in the Qajar era, when Iran experienced major
political, economic, and cultural changes and was increasingly exposed to foreign observers.
European travelers often viewed ta’arof either as a sign of refined hospitality or as a confusing
and overly complex practice. Their travelogues provide valuable descriptions of ta’arof in
hospitality, trade, official meetings, and everyday interaction. This study aims to examine the
various manifestations of ta’arof in Qajar travelogues and to show how it served both as a tool
of social cohesion and a source of intercultural misunderstanding. It argues that ta’arof is far
more than simple politeness and is one of the most distinctive symbols of Iranian culture.

Material & Methods
This research adopts a qualitative, text-based approach grounded in discourse analysis and
comparative cultural interpretation. The primary corpus consists of selected travelogues written
by European visitors to Iran during the Qajar period, including diplomats, merchants,
missionaries, military officers, and independent travelers. These texts were chosen based on
three criteria:

e explicit reference to ta’arof, politeness rituals, or Persian etiquette;

e detailed descriptions of social interactions involving hosts, officials, merchants, or

common people; and

e availability in reliable published editions.
Using discourse analysis, the study examines how travelers described ta’arof, the linguistic
choices they used, and the implicit cultural assumptions embedded in their interpretations.
These descriptions are then contextualized within broader European notions of civility,
sincerity, and social hierarchy in the nineteenth century. Comparative cultural analysis further
allows the study to juxtapose Iranian norms of politeness with European expectations, thus
identifying sources of misunderstanding.
Additionally, the research draws on secondary literature in Iranian cultural studies,
anthropology of etiquette, and Qajar historiography to clarify the conceptual framework. By
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integrating close reading of primary texts with theoretical insights, the methodology aims to
uncover both explicit statements and underlying narratives shaping European perceptions of
Iranian social conduct.

Conclusion

This study used qualitative content analysis of European travelogues from the Qajar era to
examine ta’arof as a cultural and communicative mechanism rather than merely a linguistic
custom or social ritual. The findings show that ta’arof is presented in travel narratives in
complex and sometimes contradictory ways, standing between praise and criticism,
understanding and misinterpretation, and politeness and performativity. Many European
travelers described ta’arof as a sign of hospitality, humility, cultural richness, and social
refinement. They saw it as a means of preserving honor, creating intimacy, and reducing tension
in everyday interactions. However, others judged it through their own cultural norms and
interpreted it as excessive, indirect, time-consuming, or even hypocritical. These
misunderstandings often reflected cultural differences rather than the actual social logic of
Qajar Iran, where directness could be seen as rude and socially disruptive. The study also shows
that ta’arof played an important role in managing power relations, reinforcing hierarchy, and
facilitating social and administrative interactions in a context of weak institutions. Overall,
ta’arof in Qajar Iran was not simply politeness or hypocrisy, but part of a broader cultural code
for handling complex social relations.
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