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ABSTRACT

Kurdistan, as one of the most culturally and religiously diverse regions
in Iran, has always played a special role in the country's social and
political history. The Christian community of Kurdistan, including
Assyrians and Chaldeans, represents part of this diversity. During the
Qajar period, the political and social conditions of this religious
community were subject to extensive changes. The government often
pursued a policy of religious tolerance, and Christians, like other
religious minorities, enjoyed limited rights. Meanwhile, the presence of
foreign religious missionaries in the Christian areas of Kurdistan
sometimes intensified local sensitivities and led to religious conflicts.
This research, through a descriptive and analytical approach, using
library documents, attempts to examine the history of the presence of
Christians in Kurdistan and their political and social status during the
Qajar period. The results indicate that Christians in Kurdistan during that
period faced challenges such as political limitations, social pressures,
and cultural changes; however, they were able to maintain their position
to a large extent by using international relations and the ability to adapt
to new conditions...
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1. Introduction

The nineteenth century, under the rule of the Qajar dynasty, was a period of profound
political and social transformation in Iran. Among the most notable dynamics of this
era was the increasing penetration of foreign powers—particularly Russia and
Britain—into Iran’s domestic affairs. Kurdistan, due to its geopolitical position and
its ethnically and religiously diverse population, was deeply influenced by these
developments. Within this region, the Christian community represented one of the
most vulnerable minorities, whose fate was intertwined with both internal political
structures and external pressures. The Qajar state, seeking to preserve its authority
while facing persistent foreign interference, adopted shifting policies toward
religious minorities. In many cases, Christians were caught between the central
government’s pursuit of religious homogeneity and the strategic ambitions of foreign
powers that often sought to instrumentalize minorities to expand their influence.
Russia, for instance, extended support to Assyrian and Armenian Christians as part
of its broader strategy to gain foothold in northwestern Iran, while Britain
simultaneously attempted to counterbalance Russian expansion. These interventions
generated ambivalent outcomes: while they occasionally improved the status of
Christians, they also sparked episodes of ethnic and sectarian tension. The lived
reality of Christians in Kurdistan during this period was thus marked by complexity.
On the one hand, centuries of coexistence with the Muslim majority fostered cultural
interactions and local networks of cooperation. On the other hand, structural
weaknesses of the Qajar state, economic hardships, and sectarian differences at times
contributed to social divides. The study of this minority community, therefore,
provides a valuable lens through which broader patterns of state-society relations,
foreign intervention, and intercommunal dynamics in nineteenth-century Iran can be
better understood. This research seeks to examine the political and social conditions
of Christians in Kurdistan during the Qajar period, with particular attention to the
interplay between domestic policies, foreign rivalries, and local intercommunal
relations. By situating the experiences of this community within both local and
international contexts, the study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the
complexities of minority life in late Qajar Iran

2. Theoretical Framework

The Christian Community of Kurdistan during the Qajar Period As one of the
religious minorities in this region, the Christians of Kurdistan have had a turbulent
history. Their political and social conditions have always been influenced by various
factors such as local governments, structural changes in government systems, social
and religious tensions, internal disputes among Christian communities, wars, the
intervention of foreign powers, and challenges such as poverty, unemployment, and
economic problems.
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3. Methodology

This research, through a descriptive and analytical approach, based on library
documents, attempts to examine the history of the presence of Christians in
Kurdistan and their political and social status during the Qajar period.

4. Results & Discussion

The historical experience of Christians in Kurdistan during the Qajar period
demonstrates the complex interplay between local coexistence, domestic state
policies, and international rivalries. Despite being a numerical minority, Christians
were embedded within the broader socio-political fabric of Kurdistan and maintained
close relations with their Muslim neighbors. Everyday interactions in trade,
agriculture, and shared communal life fostered networks of cooperation and limited
the potential for large-scale sectarian conflict. This indicates that, at the local level,
pragmatic considerations and traditions of coexistence often outweighed ideological
or theological differences. Nevertheless, the broader political environment
significantly shaped these intercommunal relations. The Qajar government,
characterized by fragile central authority and periodic instability, oscillated between
policies of inclusion and exclusion toward religious minorities. At times, the state
attempted to integrate Christians within its administrative and fiscal structures; at
other times, political pressures and religious conservatism reinforced their
marginalization. The vulnerability of the Christian community was further
heightened by the government’s preoccupation with maintaining religious unity as a
source of political legitimacy. Foreign interventions complicated this situation.
Russia and Britain, competing for influence in Iran, often sought to instrumentalize
religious minorities, especially Assyrian and Armenian Christians. While Russian
support in particular provided certain protections and occasional improvements in
living conditions, it simultaneously aroused suspicion among local Muslim
populations and the central government, thereby intensifying sectarian sensitivities.
This dynamic illustrates how international politics could transform local religious
identities into geopolitical tools, producing unintended consequences for the very
communities that were ostensibly being protected. Overall, the Christian experience
in Qajar Kurdistan reveals a paradoxical reality: they were both integrated into local
society and exposed to pressures from above and beyond. Their position underscores
the fragility of minority life in a context where domestic governance was weak,
economic hardships were widespread, and foreign powers sought to manipulate
internal divisions. Understanding these dynamics not only sheds light on the history
of Christians in Kurdistan but also highlights the broader patterns of minority-state
relations and the impact of external rivalry on Iran’s internal cohesion during the
Qajar era

.5. Conclusion and Suggestions

The study of Christians in Kurdistan during the Qajar period highlights the
intersection of local coexistence, state policies, and international rivalries. Although



Christians were a small minority, they were an integral part of the region’s social
fabric and shared daily interactions with their Muslim neighbors. This coexistence,
while occasionally challenged by religious and social differences, generally
prevented the escalation of tensions into prolonged conflict. At the same time, the
political vulnerability of Christians reflected the broader fragility of the Qajar state.
The central government’s efforts to preserve religious unity often placed minorities
in a precarious position, subjecting them to fluctuating policies that shifted in
response to domestic pressures and international relations. Foreign powers,
particularly Russia and Britain, further shaped the destiny of Christians by turning
them into instruments of geopolitical rivalry. Although such support occasionally
improved their living conditions, it also reinforced suspicions and deepened sectarian
sensitivities. In sum, the experience of Christians in Qajar Kurdistan reveals the dual
nature of minority existence: on the one hand, embedded in local networks of
cooperation, and on the other, exposed to the vulnerabilities of political
marginalization and external manipulation. Examining this history not only enriches
our understanding of minority life in nineteenth-century Iran but also provides
broader insights into how domestic fragility and foreign competition can converge
to shape the fate of vulnerable communities.
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