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An Examination of Punishments and Penalties during the Safavid Era in the Mirror of
Western Travelogues
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Abstract

The Safavid period (1501-1736 CE) represents one of the most significant epochs in Iranian history, during which the penal system and
methods of punishment were systematically implemented to consolidate sovereign authority and maintain social control. In this era,
punishments such as flogging, branding, amputation, execution, and various forms of torture were employed not only as instruments of
justice but also as tools for instilling fear and suppressing dissent. This study, relying on the accounts of European travelers such as the
Shirley brothers, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Jean Chardin, Giovanni Francesco Gemelli Careri, Adam Olearius, and the Venetian
ambassador, examines the implementation of punishments and penal mechanisms during the Safavid period. These sources, being closely
acquainted with the Safavid court and its administrative apparatus, provide a vivid depiction of the severity and extent of punishments in
this era. The findings of this research indicate that criminal violence in the Safavid period was utilized not merely for the enforcement of
public order but also for strengthening the authoritarian foundations of governance. Through the analysis of historical data, this article
reconstructs a portrait of the legal and penal realities of the era based on direct observations and precise descriptions recorded in European

travelogues.
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The Safavid dynasty (1501-1736 CE)
represents one of the most complex and
transformative periods in the history of Iran,
particularly with respect to its legal and penal
systems. Crime, punishment, and the broader
judicial processes of this era cannot be
understood in isolation from the poalitical,
religious, and social structures that defined
Safavid governance. In its conceptual
framework, “crime” was not simply a legal
infraction but a transgression against both
divine and communal norms. The very
definition of criminal behavior was shaped by
religious prohibitions and customary practices,
aligning it with notions of sin, error, and
disobedience (1). Punishment in this sense
was not merely a corrective mechanism but a
form of retributive suffering deliberately
inflicted upon the body of the offender as a
means of social deterrence (2). By their very
nature, these punishments carried dual
weight: they were simultaneously legal
sanctions and symbolic enactments of
authority, reinforcing the dominance of the
Safavid monarch and the religious framework
that underpinned his legitimacy. Thus, legal
discourse in this period reveals an evolving
interpretation of punishment that emphasized
not only the violation of individual rights but
also the disruption of public order (3). This
duality of religious and political justification
was reflected in the travelogues of European
visitors who, unbound by the narrative
constraints of official Persian historiography,

recorded vivid observations of everyday

practices, cultural customs, and punitive rituals
(4)-

Among the most important sources for
reconstructing Safavid penal practices are the
detailed accounts left by European travelers.
The Shirley brothers, for instance, motivated
by both adventure and the promise of prestige,
documented with extraordinary precision their
experiences of Safavid society. Their reports
reveal not only the cultural and geographical
landscapes of Iran but also the harsh realities
of judicial punishment under Shah Abbas | (5).
Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, arriving in Isfahan
through a long and perilous journey, likewise
left behind records that surpassed the
conventional boundaries of travel writing. His
meticulous attention to both minor customs
and grand political practices provided
invaluable insights into the autocratic nature of
Safavid governance (7). Similarly, Giovanni
Francesco Gemelli Careri, whose arrival
coincided with the coronation of Shah Sultan
Husayn, captured the tension between the
grandeur of Safavid court life and the
harshness of social discipline. His descriptions
are striking for their ethnographic richness,
noting local rituals, funerary practices, and
even the punishments meted out in schools,
thus extending the scope of his testimony
beyond royal ceremonies to the intimate
realities of ordinary life (8). Adam Olearius, the
German mathematician and diplomat, further
contributed by blending his scientific
orientation with detailed ethnographic notes,

while later figures such as Marie Claude Petit
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and Sanson provided additional testimony on
the Safavid system of law and punishment (9,
14). These accounts, with their focus on the
brutal spectacle of punishment, reveal the
Safavid state’s dependence on penal violence
as both a practical instrument of justice and a
performative display of power.

The judicial system of the Safavid state was
deeply entangled with religion, custom, and
royal authority. Tavernier described the
monarchy as wholly despotic, with the king
holding absolute dominion over the life and
death of his subjects (12). While Islamic
jurisprudence provided the backbone of
criminal law, supplemented by customary
practices, the implementation of justice
depended heavily on the monarch’s will (13).
Safavid courts were organized into criminal,
civilb, and supreme jurisdictions, with the
divanbegi often presiding over cases and
delivering rulings that were executed by the
darugha (14). Alongside these institutional
structures were a number of high-ranking
officials: the sadr, responsible for overseeing
religious endowments and judicial matters (17);
the qadi, entrusted with issuing judgments on
marriage, divorce, and hudud punishments
(16); and the shaykh al-Islam, who exercised
supreme authority in both religious and legal
affairs (18). Careri’'s account further elaborates
on the bureaucratic interplay between these
offices and the ways in which judicial power
was negotiated and executed (15). Yet despite
these institutional structures, the Kking

remained the ultimate arbiter, and his personal

interventions  often determined both the
severity and form of punishment. Indeed,
some punishments—such as mutilation,
execution by wild animals, or the notorious
honey-and-bees torture—were enacted
directly at the king’'s command (6). The legal
system was thus simultaneously codified and
arbitrary, structured yet vulnerable to the
caprices of monarchic will.

The punishments themselves reveal a grim
tableau of bodily suffering and ritualized
cruelty. For crimes of sexual transgression,
including rape or adultery, mutilation and
death were common penalties, often involving
the severing of sexual organs or public
execution (5, 13). Theft and highway robbery
were punished with elaborate forms of public
torture, such as being split open from chest to
abdomen and paraded through bazaars, or
suffocated within walls of plaster until death
(12, 15). Usury, strictly forbidden under Islamic
law, could result in the smashing of teeth with
hammers (13). Even failures in administrative
duties or disobedience to the monarch’s
decrees could incur horrific consequences,
such as the gouging out of eyes or complete
dismemberment (12). Schoolchildren, too,
were not exempt from harsh corporal
punishment; whipping, caning, and even the
mutilation of heels with salt were described by
Olearius as routine measures intended to
instill  discipline (13). In addition, informal
cultural practices reinforced these judicial
norms: families of murder victims, for instance,

were often handed the right of retributive
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justice, with social stigma discouraging the
acceptance of financial compensation in lieu of
execution (15). These punishments were not
only punitive but performative, designed to
instill fear and reinforce the moral and political
order through spectacles of suffering.

Underlying these punitive practices was the
strong interplay between religion, custom, and
state power. Public perceptions of justice were
not solely determined by written law but also
by the weight of cultural norms and popular
belief. The practice of bast-nishini—seeking
sanctuary in sacred or royal spaces—
illustrates how ordinary Iranians negotiated the
often-brutal penal system. Mosques, royal
palaces, and shrines provided safe havens
where even the gravest offenders could claim
temporary immunity (9, 10). These sanctuaries
reflected the belief that divine authority could
override  temporal law, providing a
counterweight to arbitrary punishments and
ensuring some measure of communal
protection. However, cultural norms also
reinforced the brutality of official punishments.
The shame associated with accepting blood
money, for example, led families to demand
the execution of murderers rather than
financial compensation, highlighting the role of
unwritten codes of honor in shaping legal
outcomes (15). Similarly, popular superstitions
linked school punishments with childbirth
rituals, with the release of a punished child
believed to ease the labor pains of a woman in
childbirth (3). These examples reveal that the

Safavid penal system was not simply imposed

from above but coexisted with, and was
reinforced by, deep-seated cultural practices
and collective beliefs.

In conclusion, the penal system of the Safavid
period emerges as a complex interplay of
codified Islamic law, arbitrary royal power, and
culturally  embedded norms. European
travelogues provide invaluable evidence of
this dynamic, capturing both the brutality of
punishments and the underlying logics of
governance, religion, and social order.
Punishment in the Safavid era was never
merely a matter of individual correction; it was
a performative act that symbolized the power
of the monarch, the authority of religion, and
the cohesion of society. By situating these
practices within their broader cultural and
historical contexts, we gain not only a deeper
understanding of Safavid Iran but also insight
into the ways in which violence, justice, and
authority intersected in the shaping of early

modern states.
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