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Abstract:

The present study aims to offer a critical examination of the historical personality of Zell-e Soltan, a Qajar prince and the eldest adult son of
Naser al-Din Shah, focusing on his role in the destruction of artistic and historical monuments in Isfahan, through the application of Freud’s
theory of hysteria with particular attention to the role of ego strength. The research method is based on library sources, scholarly articles, and
online resources. The analysis centers on ego strength in the manifestation of hysterical disorder in Zell-e Soltan’s personality and the
emergence of its symptoms as a basis for a critical interpretation of this historical figure. It further examines the extent to which the emergence
of this phenomenon influenced the course of art history and its orientation during the Qajar period, particularly in Isfahan.
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Extended Abstract

The present study offers a critical and interdisciplinary reading of the historical figure of Zell-e Soltan, the Qajar prince and
long-term governor of Isfahan, by integrating psychoanalytic theory with art-historical analysis, focusing specifically on
Freud’s theory of hysteria and the concept of ego strength. Personality is understood as a relatively stable yet adaptive
constellation of emotional and behavioral traits that shape individuals’ responses to social reality, and pathological deviations
emerge when flexibility and learning capacities are impaired (1). Within psychiatric classifications, personality disorders
constitute enduring, maladaptive patterns of inner experience and behavior that diverge markedly from cultural expectations

and result in distress or dysfunction (2). Among these disorders, Cluster B conditions—particularly hysteria—are characterized
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by dramatic, attention-seeking, emotionally labile, and demonstrative behaviors, making them analytically relevant for
examining historical figures whose actions had broad symbolic and material consequences. Drawing on Majid Sadeghi’s
comprehensive typology of hysteria, which identifies nine distinct clinical and behavioral forms ranging from conversion and
dissociation to hysterical personality and psychosocial manipulation, the study situates Zell-e Soltan within a complex spectrum
of hysterical manifestations rather than a single diagnostic category (3). This theoretical framing enables a historically grounded
yet psychologically nuanced interpretation of his systematic destruction of Safavid architectural and artistic heritage in Isfahan,
shifting the analysis from purely political or economic motivations toward deeper intrapsychic dynamics.

From a psychoanalytic perspective, Freud’s early and later formulations of hysteria provide the conceptual backbone of this
inquiry. Freud’s initial collaboration with Breuer emphasized conversion mechanisms whereby repressed affect, originating in
unresolved psychic conflict, is transformed into somatic or symbolic action, while subsequent theoretical revisions highlighted
repression, dissociation, and the centrality of unacceptable sexual or aggressive impulses in the genesis of hysterical symptoms
(3). Over time, Freud abandoned purely neurological explanations in favor of a dynamic model in which ego defenses mediate
between instinctual drives, moral constraints, and external reality. This study applies these insights to the historical domain,
treating destructive acts against monuments not merely as administrative decisions but as symbolically charged expressions of
unresolved conflict. Zell-e Soltan’s behavior is interpreted as oscillating between dissociative hysteria—manifested in
avoidance, denial, and psychological distancing from responsibility—and hysterical personality traits, including theatrical
displays of power, exaggerated self-presentation, and manipulative engagement with both elites and subordinates. Such a dual
configuration suggests not weakness but a paradoxical consolidation of ego resources, allowing the subject to externalize
conflict while maintaining functional control over a vast political domain.

Central to this analysis is the construct of ego strength, defined as the individual’s capacity to tolerate stress, manage
competing demands, and deploy adaptive defenses without collapsing into disabling anxiety (4). A strong ego enables effective
negotiation between instinctual impulses and social reality, reducing overt psychopathology while permitting socially
consequential action (5). Drawing on Erikson’s psychosocial framework, ego strength is operationalized through eight
interrelated dimensions—hope, will, purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care, and wisdom—each corresponding to the
resolution of developmental conflicts across the lifespan (7). Contrary to assumptions that destructive historical actors
necessarily exhibit ego weakness, the findings indicate that Zell-e Soltan possessed a comparatively high level of ego strength,
enabling sustained governance, strategic self-preservation, and calculated symbolic violence. His destructive engagement with
Safavid monuments thus appears less as impulsive vandalism and more as a controlled, meaningful enactment of psychological
conflict embedded within a coherent self-structure.

The historical background of Zell-e Soltan reinforces this psychoanalytic reading. As the eldest adult son of Naser al-Din
Shah, denied succession due to maternal lineage, Zell-e Soltan experienced prolonged frustration of dynastic ambition, fostering
resentment, rivalry, and unresolved Oedipal tensions (8). Appointed to governorships at a young age, he accumulated
extraordinary power, wealth, and territorial control, ruling Isfahan for over three decades and intermittently governing up to
seventeen provinces. Contemporary historical accounts describe his governance as marked by both institutional initiatives—
such as military organization, educational reform, and cultural projects—and extensive repression, economic exploitation, and
large-scale destruction of Safavid architectural heritage (9, 10). These contradictions are interpreted here not as inconsistency
but as manifestations of a hysterical-ego dynamic in which symbolic destruction compensates for denied legitimacy, enacting

domination over the material legacy of a prior golden age while reinforcing a fragile yet forceful sense of self.
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Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive-analytical approach grounded in library research, historical
documentation, and psychoanalytic interpretation. Zell-e Soltan’s personality is first situated within standard personality
disorder classifications, then mapped onto Sadeghi’s nine-fold hysteria typology, and finally evaluated through Erikson’s eight
ego-strength dimensions (3, 7). This layered analytical strategy enables a multidimensional understanding of how intrapsychic
structures interact with historical context to produce culturally and materially significant outcomes. The findings suggest that
Zell-e Soltan exhibited a hybrid hysterical profile combining dissociative and histrionic features, underpinned by robust ego
strength that facilitated both adaptive governance and destructive symbolic acts. Monumental destruction, in this reading,
functions as a defensive performance—simultaneously a denial of vulnerability, an assertion of omnipotence, and a displaced
confrontation with paternal authority embodied in Safavid political and artistic legacy.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that Freud’s theory of hysteria, when integrated with the concept of ego strength and
Eriksonian psychosocial development, offers a powerful analytical lens for reinterpreting historical figures whose actions have
shaped cultural memory and material heritage. Zell-e Soltan emerges not merely as a tyrannical governor or opportunistic ruler,
but as a psychologically complex subject whose destructive engagement with Safavid monuments constituted a symbolic
resolution of long-standing intrapsychic conflicts. By revealing the psychological logic underlying historically consequential
acts, this interdisciplinary approach expands the methodological horizons of art history, architectural history, and cultural

studies, underscoring the value of psychoanalytic frameworks in critical historical interpretation.
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