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Among various civilizational categorizations ever suggested, the Eastern-Western
category is one the most accepted stereotypes. In the Eastern side of human
civilization, without any doubt Iran and China, enjoying unique historical continuity,
were indispensable pivots whose relations possessed meaningful connotations to the
human civilization universally. Multiple authors have long investigated into the
developments of Irano-Chinese relations yet the very matter of knowledge on China
among the Iranians has not been individually studied so far. Thus, concentrating on
the issue of the Iranian’s knowledge on China, this paper aims to trace out the stream
of this knowledge down to the present day. To achieve to the mentioned end this study
has employed “Historism” as its methodological approach for tracing, periodization
and conceptualizing the developmental course of the Iranian’s knowledge on China.
Our findings illustrate that the developmental course can be sequenced as follows: the
era of Mythic-Epic Knowledge (the 7th to 14th centuries) where prominent classic
authors like Tabari, Bal’ami or Dinwari display China as a far and powerful land in
which all stuffs exist in its utopian perfection. The era of Interactive-Communicative
Knowledge (the 14th to 16th centuries) where The Ilkhanid acknowledged the Chinese
Ming dynasty as their elder brother. Books of Khawja Rashid al-Din Fazlallah,
Bonakati, and Zakaria Qazvini contain firsthand information conveyed by the Chinese
officials who visited Iran. The era of Reading Knowledge (the 19th to the first half of
20th century) where all authors owed to the western books and press all what they
knew about China. Finally, the era of Academic Knowledge (the second half of 20th
century) where following the establishment of modern state in the two countries and
the inception of diplomatic dealings between them, the knowledge on China in Iran
entered into the academic atmospheres and proceeded by figures like Abbas Igbal, Ali
Mazaheri and Abbas Tashakkori.
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1. Introduction

Until today the representation of China in Persian literature, especially in mythical texts, has
frequently been noticed by a multitude of researchers. However, the representation of China in the
Iranian-Islamic historiography and the Iranian’s knowledge of China’s territory and history, which is
rich just as that of the literature, has mainly been left disregarded. Works by Henry Yule, Ali
Mazaheri, Hossien Gharchanlou, Mohammad-Bagher Vosoghi contain remarks on that Iranian
knowledge but their main concern is contacts as well as land and maritime traffic among this two
territories not the image of China in the Islamic-Iranian historiography during a millennium-lengthed
period. The present research seeks to elucidate the evolution of this knowledge along multiple
historical periods

To achieve its goal this article aims to apply “Historism” to approach Iranians’ knowledge as an
“individuality” which possesses its particular “evolution”. The mentioned method authorizes the
historian for “periodization” the evolutionary process of Iranians’ prospect on China according to its
internal logic of evolution and, in the main time, “conceptualize” behaviors, experiences, and
expectations of the historians and authors through suitable concepts.(see Rickert, 1985; Meinecke,
1972; Troeltsch, 1912).

There was four main era in the sinology of the Iranian succeeding the emergence of Islam. In the
view of sinology, from the first up to the seventh centuries A.H. the Iranian undertook their unique
way. Indeed, there was a broad land and marine ties between Iran and China in the Sassanid era. The
body of knowledge stems from this ties, (see Yule, 1913; Stein, 1907; Lamb, 1964; Whitehouse, 1971)
however, were fall in oblivion or excluded from official text along the three first centuries of the
Islamic age. In the eye of Tabari (1994), Bal’ami (1997), or Dinewari (2004) China means a far yet
powerful land which harbors the best and the most perfect of all existing stuff and suggests enormous
surprises. Soleyman Sirafi’s work (2002), for the first time, illustrates the political, social, cultural and
judicial aspects of the Chinese society for the Iranian and virtually takes the first step to introduce the
Interactive-Communicative knowledge of China. Although this initiation was proceeded by Abd al-
Hay Gardizi (1984) and Sharaf al-Zaman Marvzi (1942) it didn’t reach to the level of the mainstream
and merely succeeded to survive under the dominant Mythic-Epic knowledge up to the eve of the
Mongol invasion. Following the emergence of Mongol’s global empire and its Iranian offshoot, i.e. the
Illkhanid dynasty, the Interactive-Communicative knowledge was practically introduced. Alongside
individual initiations, this new type of knowledge was largely boosted by unprecedented state
patronage. Indeed, the Illkhanid assumed the Chinese Mongol sovereignty as their big brother. Thus,
works by Khawja Rashid al-Din Fazlallah (2006), Zakaria Qazvini (1993), and Bonakati (1968)
contains definite and first-hand data from the Chinese who travelled back and forth between the two
states. Later, in this age of Interactive-Communicative knowledge frequent exchange of diplomatic
delegations as well as smooth stream of trading caravans between Iran and China led to compilation of
traces by Ghias al-Din Naqash (see Khwand Mir, 2001) and Seyyed Aliakbar Khatayie (1978). Their
works are not a mere body of information on China anymore. They have transcended the surface and
sought after the ruling spirit beyond the Chinese civilization and finally met it in “the spirit of law”
and “the spirit of discipline”. Since the middle of the Qajarid era, when the Iranian showed a decisive
passion to discover the universe they were surrounded by, the destitute and despotism that seized the
two countries alike pushed the Iranian authors to assume China as a replica to their impoverished
homeland. All Iranian authors in this period were depended on the western publications to acquire data
about China. For example, Ghahraman Mirza Sallour (1995) regarded China, in the both the age of
empire and the age of republic, as a destitute country which looking upon it could console him partly
about the desperate condition of his motherland. Meanwhile, Abd al-Hossien Khan Sepehr (2007) and
Majd al-Eslam Kermani (1978) detected in the China’s indecisive march toward the system of republic
slight rays of hope which can implies as a motivation and a stereotype to Iran. Upon the appearance of
the modern state in the both countries and establishing diplomatic ties the Sinology entered into the
Iranian academic milieu. First Abbas Igbal (2004) introduced the Chinese side of the Mongol Empire
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to the Iranian academic atmosphere. Later, Ali Mazaheri (1993) inspired with his Sinocnetric ideas
about the global order and aiming to challenge the Eourocentric premises about the roots of the world
civilization, corrected and annotated three Iranian travelogues on China and published them in his two
volumes Silk Road. Finally Abbas Tashakkori’s book was released (1978) as the first research which
ever compiled by an Iranian author of the modern time that directly draws upon Chinese sources.
Hence, the aforementioned endeavors heralded the dawn of Academic knowledge on China in Iran.
Therefore the Iranian sinology can be categorized into four main eras namely the Mythic-Epic era
(from the 1st up to 7th A.H. cneturies), the Interactive-Communicative era (the 7th to the 12th A.H.),
the Reading era (the second half of the 12th to the second half of the 13th A.H.), and the Academic era
(the 14th A.H.).
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