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Abstract 

Taxation as the government's share of society's income has long been prevalent and 

accepted. Tax evasion is the intentional illegal behavior of not paying taxes. The 

examples of tax evasion are including, lack of reporting assets, concealing sources 

of income, and circumventing the tax system to avoid paying the approved tax. This 

descriptive-analytical study aimed to examine the common practices of tax evasion, 

based on the social and economic context of the Nasseri period, by examining 

various areas of tax evasion. The results showed that taxpayers evaded paying taxes 

by not cooperating and concealing information, complaining about the tax amount, 

and seeking sanctuary in holy places. In more serious situations, they resorted to 

violence or abandened their properties to avoid paying taxes. Sometimes, rulers 

sabotaged the payment of excess taxes to the treasury, destroyed documents, or 

changed land applications. The Nasseri government dealt with these behaviors 

through dialogue, force, or acceptance. 

Keywords: Iran, Qajar, Naseri Era, Taxes in Iran, Tax Evasion, Administrative 

corruption, Excessive taxation. 
 

Introduction 

The collection of taxes under various names and titles has been common since ancient 

times and has consistently been regarded as the government’s share of society’s 
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income. Beyond its economic function, taxation also served as a sign of political 

allegiance and an affirmation of the legitimacy of rule. In Iranian history, particularly 

during the Qajar period, the absence of extensive industries and the lack of reliance on 

the extraction and trade of raw materials increased the importance of taxation as the 

primary source of state revenue. For this reason, governments paid special attention to 

the mechanisms of tax assessment and collection, and to the role of taxation in 

maintaining the relationship between central authority and the provinces. 

Nevertheless, tax relations between representatives of the government and the 

taxpaying population were consistently accompanied by tension and dissatisfaction. 

Periodic assessments, the determination of the principal tax (asl), and the gradual 

addition of surcharges (farʿ) and extra taxes, especially as a result of the custom of 

offering gifts to obtain official positions, placed additional pressure on the 

population. Under such circumstances, taxpayers sought in various ways to evade 

the payment of assessed taxes or imposed additional levies, while governors and tax 

officials engaged in concealment within records and in collecting amounts 

exceeding those officially determined, thereby withholding surplus revenues from 

the treasury. 

Given the importance of taxation in financing the Naserid state, the present study 

examined the practices and contexts of tax evasion and the weakening of the state 

treasury. The central question is what causes and methods characterized tax evasion 

in Iran during the reign of Nāṣer al-Dīn Shah, and what measures the Naserid 

government adopted to confront it. This investigation takes into account the 

conceptual limitations of tax evasion and tax avoidance in a period lacking a 

codified modern tax law, and accordingly analyzes all forms of avoidance of tax 

payment under the broader concept of tax evasion. 

 

Materials & Methods 

This study employs a descriptive–analytical approach, situated within the social and 

economic context of the Naserid period. The study primarily relies on unpublished 

documents as well as published documentary collections. The unpublished sources 

are mainly drawn from the Buyūtāt albums preserved in the National Archives of 

Iran, which include administrative and governmental correspondence, reports, 

telegrams, and petitions from the Naserid era. In addition to these documents, 

memoirs, travelogues, and critical and advisory texts have also been consulted. 
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A fundamental limitation of the sources is the predominance of a bureaucratic 

and administrative perspective in the narratives, as direct complaints and accounts 

from ordinary people have been less frequently preserved in the documents, and 

many petitions were transmitted through local officials. Accordingly, the analysis 

has been conducted with awareness of this limitation, emphasizing that the data 

reflect the viewpoints and logic of the administrative apparatus more than the full 

social reality. The study also draws on previous studies in economic history, 

administrative corruption, and contemporary tax evasion to provide a framework for 

examining the non-economic causes of tax evasion in the Naserid period. 
 

Discussion & Result 

The findings indicated that tax evasion during the Naserid period was rooted in a set 

of structural weaknesses. The absence of codified laws and transparent regulations, 

the decentralized nature of the fiscal system, and the reliance of tax collection 

mechanisms on individuals created conditions conducive to injustice, over-

extraction, and concealment. Local custom and the discretion of mostowfīs played a 

central role in tax assessment, resulting in wide disparities and widespread 

dissatisfaction among taxpayers. 

Within this context, taxpayers employed various methods of tax evasion. Non-

cooperation with assessors, concealing information related to production, land, and 

water resources, and refusal to pay taxes were among the most common practices. 

Complaints regarding tax assessments, whether as genuine objections or as strategic 

measures to delay or reduce payments, were widespread. Seeking sanctuary (bast-

nishini) in shrines, telegraph offices, and even government buildings was also used 

as a means of exerting pressure on the bureaucratic apparatus. 

In more acute situations, tax evasion was accompanied by violence. Attacks on 

state officials, threats, local power struggles, and even rebellion were among the 

consequences of tax disputes. Abandoning properties and threatening to leave 

cultivated land constituted another serious strategy for escaping taxation, one that 

could lead to the abandonment of agricultural lands and a reduction in state 

revenues. In addition to the peasantry, local governors also contributed to the 

weakening of tax revenues through obstruction in transferring surplus taxes, 

falsification of accounts, changes in land use, and the destruction of tax records. 

The Naserid government responded to these practices in different ways, 

depending on circumstances: negotiation and the acceptance of temporary 
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reductions, the use of force and the deployment of military units, or, in some cases, 

acceptance of the status quo in order to prevent larger crises. These responses reflect 

instability and a lack of coherence in the state’s fiscal policies. 
 

Conclusion 

An examination of the contexts, practices, and responses to tax evasion during the 

reign of Nāṣer al-Dīn Shah showd that this phenomenon emerged from the 

interaction of legal weakness, inadequate oversight, and a deficient tax culture. The 

lack of transparency, injustice, over-extraction, and mutual distrust between 

taxpayers and the government strengthened incentives for tax evasion. Both 

taxpayers and local authorities played a role in undermining the tax system by 

exploiting structural gaps. 

Although the responses of the Naserid government in some cases prevented the 

escalation of crises, the absence of fundamental reforms meant that tax evasion 

could not be sustainably curtailed. By providing a historical analysis of tax evasion 

in the Naserid period, this study demonstrated that many challenges related to tax 

compliance had deep historical roots, and that understanding these contexts is 

essential for comprehending tax-related issues in later periods. 
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