Social History Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2025-2026, 171-194
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/shc.2026.53811.2673

Food Semiotics in Ottoman Ambassadors' Travelogues of
the Qajar Court (1210-1344 AH/1795-1925 AD)

oF
Arman Forouhi

. -
Samira Jafari

Abstract

Moving beyond traditional approaches to diplomatic history, this research examines
Qajar court banquets not as a mere margin to political discourse, but as a symbolic
"field" for the exercise of power. Food is not viewed simply as an element of
hospitality or subsistence; instead, the diplomatic banquet is treated as a complex,
structured "text" conveying profound political and social messages. Utilizing an
integrated theoretical framework (Barthes’ semiotics and Bourdieu’s sociology), this
paper argues that food consumption patterns in the Qajar court served as an
instrument of "symbolic violence" to consolidate power hierarchies against their
neighboring rival, the Ottoman Empire. Unlike European travelers who were
fascinated by Oriental "exoticism," Ottoman ambassadors, through a perspective of
"familiar yet rival," decoded the details of the Qajar table as indicators of the host
state's economic prowess and political stability. Based on a descriptive-analytical
approach and primary Ottoman sources, the findings reveal that elements such as
"absolute silence during meals" and "specific rice-cooking techniques" served as
signifiers (signifieds) of the Shah’s centralized power and Iran's socio-religious
distinction for the Ottoman observer. These elements represented concepts such as
wealth, royal authority, political status, and class distinction.
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Introduction

In the historiography of diplomatic relations, scholarly focus has traditionally
remained fixed on treaties, border wars, and official negotiations. Within this
conventional framework, cultural rituals and ceremonial protocols—specifically
official banquets—are frequently marginalized as mere footnotes to the primary text
of politics. This research challenges such a reductionist approach by positing a
fundamental inquiry: How did the reception customs and food consumption patterns
of the Qajar court, as recorded in the travelogues of Ottoman ambassadors, function
as a semiotic system for articulating, consolidating, and performing political
power hierarchies?.

The study conceptually frames food not merely as a substance for biological
survival or a tool for hospitality, but as a "total social fact" wherein economic,
social, cultural, and political dimensions are inextricably copy interwoven.
Consequently, the Qajar diplomatic banquet is conceptualized as a rich, multi-
layered "text" capable of being decoded, where every element—from the opulence
of the table setting to the precise etiquette of dining—serves as a signifier carrying

specific messages regarding the structure of power.

Materials and Methods

The primary objective of this research is to elevate the analysis of the dining table
from a peripheral nutritional phenomenon to a pivotal tool for exercising "symbolic
power" in inter-state relations. The study employs a qualitative method with an
interpretive-historical approach, utilizing a combined theoretical framework drawing
on Roland Barthes’ structural semiotics and Pierre Bourdieu’s critical sociology.

The statistical population and data sources consist of the "Sefaretname"
(embassy reports) written by Ottoman ambassadors and high-ranking diplomats who
visited the Qajar court between 1795 and 1925, including figures like Yasincizade
Abdiilvehhap Efendi, Diirri Ahmed Efendi, and Miinif Pasha. The research process

was conducted in four distinct stages:

1. Data Extraction: A systematic review of Ottoman travelogues to isolate

descriptions of food, banquets, table settings, and dining etiquette.
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2. Semiotic Analysis (Barthes): Deconstructing these descriptions into

"Signifiers" (material elements like rice, silence, vessels) and "Signifieds"
(abstract concepts like wealth, authority, centralization) to understand the
"Myth" of royal power.

. Sociological Analysis (Bourdieu): Interpreting these signs through concepts

of "Cultural Capital," "Distinction," and "Habitus" to explain how the Qajar
court distinguished itself from rivals.

. Synthesis: Cross-referencing findings with historical contexts to validate the

political functions of these rituals.

Discussion and Results

The findings reveal that the Qajar diplomatic banquet operated as a sophisticated

"maneuver of authority" with a specific grammar of power, distinct from the

exoticism perceived by Western travelers. Unlike Europeans who were fascinated by

the "oriental otherness," Ottoman ambassadors acted as strategic observers,

decoding the banquet details as indicators of the host state's economic prowess and

political stability.

The analysis identifies three levels of this semiotic system:

1

. The Syntax of the Meal: The spatial organization of the banquet served as a

geometry of power. The Shah or his representative occupied the focal point,
with physical distance from the host serving as a precise indicator of social
status. The temporal structure followed a "crescendo," moving from delicate
appetizers to a massive display of main courses, designed to overwhelm the
guest with abundance. The visual presentation, utilizing gold vessels and
mounded trays of food, signified the "endless wealth" of the state, a message

specifically targeted at the rival Ottoman Empire.

. The Vocabulary of Power: Specific foods acted as signifiers of state control.

- Rice: Viewed as a canvas for luxury, the diversity of polow (rice dishes)
and the use of expensive ingredients like saffron and nuts signaled the

monarch's control over agricultural resources and trade routes.

- Meat: The excessive accumulation of meat, particularly game and kebabs,

symbolized "royal generosity" and the martial, hunting heritage of the
Qajar dynasty.
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- Sweets: Elaborate sherbets and pastries represented "soft power" and high
cultural refinement, asserting that despite military setbacks, Iran’s

civilization remained superior.

3. The Pragmatics of Consumption: The behavior at the table was a
performance of discipline. Ottoman ambassadors like Yasincizade were struck
by the "absolute silence" of the diverse retinue of servants, which served as a
metaphor for a compliant, effective bureaucracy—a sharp contrast to the
chaotic political reality outside the palace walls. The specific body techniques,
such as the skilled, rapid consumption of rice with hands, were interpreted not
as "barbaric" (as Europeans might), but as a distinct cultural "habitus" that

marked the boundary between the Iranian "self" and the Ottoman "other".

Conclusion

The analysis demonstrates that Qajar dining rituals were strategic tools for
"symbolic violence" and "distinction," utilized to project an image of centralized
authority and infinite wealth to the Ottoman rivals amidst internal decline. The study
concludes that for the Ottoman observer, the banquet was a paradoxical text: it
simultaneously confirmed Iran's enduring cultural supremacy while revealing its
modern political fragility, where the "width of the saffron rice" was substituted for

the "order of the army."
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