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1. Introduction

The present study, entitled Approaches to Iranian Studies in the Russian Federation
from the Seventeenth to the Early Twentieth Century, investigates the historical,
institutional, and epistemological development of one of the oldest yet least-explored
branches of Oriental studies. Unlike the dominant Western narratives, Russian
Iranology did not evolve merely within a colonial or imperialist framework; rather,
it emerged through a complex interplay of geopolitical relations, imperial rivalries,
and academic as well as cultural interactions between Iran and Russia. The primary
purpose of this research is to reconstruct and analyze the evolution of this intellectual
tradition—from the earliest scholarly encounters between Russia and Iran in the
seventeenth century to its institutional consolidation in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

The central problem addressed in this research is the lack of a comprehensive
understanding of the Russian school of Iranology within international academia.
This gap primarily results from the limited interaction between Russian Iranologists
and global scholarly communities, the restricted accessibility of Russian-language
sources in Iran and the West, and the general underestimation of Russian as a
scientific language in Oriental studies. Consequently, the vast and distinctive
intellectual heritage of Russian Iranology has remained marginalized in the global
history of the discipline. Therefore, this study seeks to identify and critically analyze
the political, cultural, and scholarly factors that shaped Russian Iranology, while
elucidating its contributions to the global understanding of Iran.

2. Theoretical Framework

A robust theoretical basis for this abstract can be found in a critical synthesis of
Edward Said's Orientalism and the concept of histoire croisée (entangled history).
The study explicitly positions itself against a purely Saidian, unilinear, and colonial
interpretation by demonstrating that Russian Iranology was not a simple projection
of power over a passive Orient, but was instead co-constituted through a complex
interplay of geopolitical rivalry, state interests, and genuine scholarly exchange. This
aligns with post-Saidian critiques that call for more nuanced, multi-polar models of
knowledge production. The research further employs a histoire croisée framework
by analyzing how Russian and Iranian intellectual traditions became entangled,
arguing that the Russian school's distinct, holistic character emerged from its unique
position as both a European imperial power and a Eurasian neighbor, thereby
producing a form of knowledge that was simultaneously implicated in imperial
strategy and authentically interdisciplinary. This theoretical lens allows the study to
navigate the inherent duality of Russian Iranology, treating its imperial utility and its
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scholarly value not as a contradiction, but as intertwined facets of a specific,
historically situated intellectual tradition.

3. Methodology

Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative approach grounded in a
historical-analytical design. Its philosophical orientation is based on critical realism,
which recognizes the existence of an objective historical reality while also
acknowledging the interpretive role of the researcher in reconstructing it. Data
collection was conducted through library and archival research, relying primarily on
Russian primary sources, original Orientalist texts, and the published works of
Russian Iranologists from the seventeenth to early twentieth centuries. The study
follows a historical-analytical historiographic strategy, employing a case-study
model focused on the Russian school of Iranology.

4. Results & Discussion

Iranological studies in Russia initially developed through commercial and
diplomatic relations with Iran during the medieval and early modern periods. Under
Peter the Great in the eighteenth century, with the establishment of academic
institutions and the promotion of Oriental languages, Iranology began to assume an
academic character. The foundation of libraries, museums, and the first printed
Persian texts laid the groundwork for systematic scholarship in this field. Although
progress was relatively slower than in Western Europe, these initiatives established
the institutional bases upon which Russian Oriental studies, and subsequently
Iranology, evolved.

During the nineteenth century—especially following the Russo-Persian wars of
1804—1813 and 1826—1828—Iranology became a strategic instrument of the Tsarist
Empire’s foreign policy. The Russian state, seeking better knowledge of its southern
neighbor and rival, actively supported research on Iran. Major academic centers such
as Kazan University, the Lazarev Institute in Moscow, and the Faculty of Oriental
Studies in St. Petersburg became the core institutions of Iranian studies. Scholars
such as Mirza Kazem-Bek, Christian Fren, Boris Dorn, Vasily Zhukovsky, and
Vasily Bartold were among the pioneers of scientific Iranology in Russia. Their
works in the Persian language and literature, ancient Iranian history, Sufism, and
numismatics provided a solid intellectual foundation for the discipline.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Russian Iranology reached a stage of
intellectual maturity and diversification. Prominent scholars such as Karl Zaleman,
Agafangel Krymsky, and Bartold conducted extensive research in Iranian linguistics,
history, mysticism, and religious movements such as Babism and the Baha’i faith. A
distinctive feature of the Russian school during this period was its holistic and
interdisciplinary orientation. Unlike many Western Orientalists who approached Iran
primarily from colonial or philological perspectives, Russian scholars sought to
understand the interrelations among Iran’s language, culture, religion, and politics.



This comprehensive view distinguished Russian Iranology as a unique and
autonomous intellectual tradition.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, despite the political upheavals of the 1917
Revolution and subsequent ideological constraints, the institutional and scholarly
infrastructure of Iranian studies in Russia persisted. Research expanded to include
modern Iranian history, the Constitutional Revolution, and Iran’s relations with
Russia and Europe. Thus, the academic legacy of Russian Iranology continued to
grow even under the Soviet regime.

The findings of this study indicate that Russian Iranology was shaped by the
intersection of three key factors: political, cultural, and scientific. Politically, the
rivalry between the Russian and British Empires, coupled with the need for detailed
knowledge of Iran, provided strong motivation for state-supported research.
Culturally, the expansion of universities, the translation of Persian texts, and the
establishment of Oriental institutes facilitated intellectual and cultural exchanges.
Scientifically, the efforts of figures such as Bartold, Krymsky, and Zhukovsky
transformed Iranology from a utilitarian political tool into a fundamental,
interdisciplinary academic field.

The research further reveals an inherent duality within Russian Iranology. On one
hand, it served imperial and strategic objectives of the Tsarist state; on the other
hand, it generated profound and enduring knowledge about Iran’s civilization and
culture. This duality should not be viewed as a contradiction but rather as an intrinsic
characteristic of knowledge production within the imperial context of nineteenth-
century Russia. Equally significant is the intellectual independence of individual
Iranologists who, despite institutional ties to the state, pursued their work out of
genuine scholarly and cultural curiosity. Their contributions substantially enriched
the global understanding of Iran’s history, literature, and religion.

The study also demonstrates that the marginalization of Russian-language sources in
contemporary scholarship has created a serious gap in the global history of
Iranology. The Russian school, with its emphasis on Iran’s ancient and Eurasian
dimensions and its focus on linguistic and regional interconnections, offers a
valuable complement to the Western approach, which primarily concentrates on
Islamic Iran and its relations with the Arab and Western worlds. A critical
reexamination of this intellectual heritage thus provides an opportunity to construct
a more plural and multi-vocal history of Iranology.

5. Conclusions & Suggestions

In conclusion, Iranian studies in Russia from the seventeenth to the early twentieth
century evolved from a politically motivated enterprise into a mature, academically
grounded discipline. While initially driven by geopolitical necessity, it gradually
developed into a scholarly field sustained by academic institutions and dedicated
researchers. Russian Iranology thereby contributed significantly to the global body
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of knowledge about Iran, producing a nuanced understanding of the interplay
between power and scholarship within Oriental studies.

From a theoretical perspective, this study challenges the unilinear and colonial
interpretation of Orientalism and offers a more complex model of knowledge—power
relations. From an academic standpoint, it contributes to the localization and
internationalization of the humanities in Iran by introducing and analyzing a
neglected yet influential school of thought. Practically, the findings can serve as a
foundation for compiling a comprehensive history of Iranology, developing
graduate-level curricula, and establishing databases of Russian sources on Iran.
Moreover, they can support future initiatives in scientific and cultural diplomacy
between Iran and Russia.

Finally, the research recommends in-depth case studies on leading Russian
Iranologists such as Bartold, Zhukovsky, and Krymsky, as well as comparative
investigations between the Russian, French, British, and German schools of
Iranology. Such comparative and critical studies would contribute to constructing a
more comprehensive and multifaceted global history of the scientific study of Iran.
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