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Introduction
Faced with crisis in pre-modern societies, rulers in Iran and Japan applied various methods and
devices according to their political systems and personal innovations and goals.

The petition box system was one of the indigenous and traditional institutions which was
installed and established albeit not coincidentally in Edo Japan and Qajar Iran to be in direct
contact with the public under its role. However, the system in these two countries was different
why the superficially similar petition boxes functioned differently and entailed diverse
consequences toward modern era?

This is part of an old question in a larger scale development and underdevelopment of
Japan and Iran for Iranian scholars. This paper argues that special goals and discourse, the
effectiveness and functional distinctiveness of the box can be identified as important factors in
relatively successful dealing with the problems and in paving the way towards the adoption of
parliament as a form of modern institution.

The latter part is based on the new studies of Modernization School that try to show
the positive role of tradition unlike the classic studies which assumed it as an obstacle to
development (So 1990, 61).

This comparative-historical research, which is done for the first time, will focus on the
characteristics, mechanism and probable result of meyasubako H 46 (petition box) and
sandug-i adalat (Justice Box) in Edo Japan and Qajar Iran as two unit of analysis.

John Stuart Mill’s method of Difference (Skocpol and Somers 1994, 80) will be applied to

accentuate the distinctive characteristics among the similarities.

1. The Installation and Establishment of the Petition Box
The usage of the petition box in both Edo Japan and Qajar Iran was the result of implementing
a chain of reforms.

By the order of Yoshimune Tokugawa #7% {#J1| (1684-1751), the eighth shogun of Edo
era, meyasubako was installed in front of hyéjosho 5F7EHT (Supreme Court of Justice) at the
entrance gate of Edo Castle in 1721 (Harafuji 1992, 776). In 1281/1864, Nasir al-Din Shah
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(1831-1896), the fourth king of the Qajar dynasty, also decreed (Varahram 2006/1385, 243;
Ettehadieh Nezam-Mafi 1989, 52; Damghani 1979/1357, 98-99) the establishment of Sandug-i
Adalat in Ark square which was the central place in Tehran (I’timad al-Saltanah, n. d.,70).
Some sources mentioned 1291/1874 as the year of establishment (Varahram 2006/1385, 243;
Ettehadieh Nezam-Mafi 1989, 52; Damghani 1979/1357, 98-99). But it seems that this is the
date for its reinstallation. Applying the petition box by both central governments, Tosa domain
T4/ (1759-1873) and Shiraz city (1291/1874 in Vakil mosque) is studied.

Amid the crisis in shogunal and domainal territories, the installation of the box was
a countermeasure. The recognition of direct appeal was a new policy to alleviate public
dissatisfaction (Ohira 2003, 207). Nasir al-Din Shah preferred dealing directly with the
subjects than to rely on the messengers who might not be fair-minded (Iran daily, Muharram
1291/1874, cited in Varahram 1385/2006, 343-344). For the rulers to be in direct contact with
the subjects was in fact, a reform measure.

2. Goals and Incentives

Putting emphasis on “justice” and direct contact with the subject as two main factor for Iranian
kingship, the Shah expressed his aim of installation as providing comfort for all the subjects,
dissemination of justice as the sole factor to strengthen and sustain the kingdom and formation
of direct contact with the subjects to prevent their verbal messages from being distorted
by the intermediaries (Iran daily, Muharram 1291/1874, cited in Varahram 1385/2006, 343-
344). There are at least two different viewpoints whether the installation of the box was an
innovation by these two rulers or not. One believed that it was “a justice machine invented
by Nasir al-Din Shah himself” (Mustawfi 1343/1964, vol. 1, 137). Similarly, some considered
Yoshimune’s spontaneous thought to “opening a way to hear people’s requests and garner
information from the inferior” (Wakao, 2003, 290-291). The other stand point called the Shah’s
measure as “an unconscious imitation of the old Venetian when petitions to the Council of Ten
were placed in the mouth of a stone lion” in his first European journey (Curzon 1892, 465).
However this argument seems unlikely according to the date of establishment of the box. The
other point of view on Japanese side believed that the box was made by the people’s demands,
but the then elitist literature was under a delusion that a sophisticated and kindhearted lord
created the box (Roberts 1998, 115-117). It seems that the box, regardless of its application as
a personal measure or under external pressure or inspiration, was a proper device to manage
the public discontent.

3. Guidelines
Meyasubako was located at the designated place three times a month at 12 o’clock at noon
(Harafuji 1992, 776). In Qajar, the petitions were brought to the Shah’s presence twice a week
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on Mondays and Fridays (Folio No. 295/5139) and in the provinces twice in a month (Nashat
1982, 52). Excluding the civil and personal cases is the other similarity.

While the civil and criminal cases did not fall within the jurisdiction of sandug-i adalat
(Mustawfi 1343/1964, Vol. 1, 137; Amin 1382/2003, 55), meyasubako was a suitable means to
discuss the state of political situations and ascertain the impropriety of the officials’ behavior
rather than pleading personal cases (Yokota 2005, 298).

Pleading old cases, false accusations punishable by death and nonsense petitions were
forbidden in case of sanduq-i addlat (Iran daily, Muharram 1291/1874). According to
meyasubako guideline, eligible petitions should be, a. beneficial ideas about the political
affairs or the policies, b. about the official’s unjust behavior, and c. the cases which were not
dealt with or issued an unjust rule (Harafuji 1992, 776). The first article on the suggestions
is a matter of utmost significance and the distinctive feature of meyasubako which provokes
a big difference with the Iranian box. The users of meyasubako in shogunal domains were
also confined to “townsmen and peasants” (Yokota 2005, 298) mainly due to preservation
of hierarchical order and prevailing a bottom-up system to receive the samurai suggestions
(Kitajima 1978, 479). But in case of Tosa domain there was no restriction against bureaucrat
samurai who were familiar with political affairs. Therefore, two different political and social
orientations were the outcome of the received suggestions in Tosa and shogunal domains

respectively.

4. Historical Background and Legitimacy

Like other Iranian kings, Nasir al-Din Shah was conscious of justice and its role in maintaining
his legitimacy. His measure in 1277/ 1860 to allot Sundays exclusively to give audience to the
aggrieved subjects and hear their complaints against the government officials’ behavior (Floor
1983, 121) could be emulation of ancient princes’ practice (Mohit Tabataba’ee 1967/1346,
44), patterning them to hold audience riding a horse waiting to hear the aggrieved who was
told to wear in red (Sohrabi 1999, 257). But the most famous and ancient Iranian pattern was
the “Justice Belled Chain” of the Just Khosraw (king) Anushirvan (A.D. 531-579) (I’timad al-
Saltanah n. d., 70). The classic discourse on Islamic and Iranian kingship, notably on justice
and the rule as represented on Islamic mirrors for the king was still a practical paradigm during
the 1323/1906 Iranian Constitution according to Sohrabi’s argument (Sohrabi op. cit., 258-
259). Therefore, emphasizing on the word “justice” and applying it in the title of petition box
by the Shah suggests his efforts to preserve the charismatic legitimacy.

In fact meyasubako was not a device invented by Yoshimune, but a hoary old institution.
He had already applied it when he was lord of Kishii domain (Harafuji 1992, 776) or before
Yoshimune’s reign in other domains such as Okayama under the title of isamebako FFFH
(remonstrance box) it had been created in 1654 (Fukaya 1999, 20). But it was apparently
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instituted by the Emperor Kotoku Z{# in 646 (Roberts 1998, 106-107). It seems that the
Japanese rulers considered the box mainly as a measure to control discontent while for the

Iranian king it was a device along with the other forms he tried to obtain legitimacy.

5. Legal Appeals, Suggestions and Critiques
The aforementioned three articles as the acceptable subjects can be divided into two general
ones: a. suggestions and b. legal petitions.

Offering suggestion and opinions was not basically recognized as a topic for petitions in
sanduq-i addlat which might be sought in the Qajar of patrimonial ruler’s characteristics who
treated the political administration as a personal affair and political power as his own personal
property (Weber 1978, vol. 2, 1028-9). The topic of legal petitions as a common case in
both Edo and Qajar was mainly against additional tax and the unjust treatment of the various
cities of the Qajar’s officials and governors such as Tehran, Qom, and Firiz Abad of Shirdz
cities (Folio No. 295/5336; Folio No. 295/1837; Saeedi Sirjani 1362/1983, 31) and the Shah’s
attendance and rule for the punishment of Quchan and Arak officials (Safayee 1347/1967, 39;
Folio No. 295/1868). High rate of annual tax, bribery, idleness and unjust treatment of local
officials were also the main topic of Japanese complaints (Ohira 2003, 155). In some cases,
the plaintiffs were surprisingly punished and exiled such as Kazusa %% in 1723 (Kokushi
daijiten http.//japanknowledge/body/display accessed 28 August 2013) and Nagaoka £ [if]
domain in 1751 (Nihon rekishi-chimei taikei (heibonsha) http.//www.Japanknowledge.com/
body/display/ accessed 28 August 2013). The lack of creativity in policy making was perhaps
the main reason for the feudal lords to adopt the commoner’s suggestions and criticism
(Hirakawa 2000, 113) as Ikeda Mitsumasa jth ¥ EZ, the lord of Okayama [if][l] domain in
1654 asserted this point (Roberts 1998, 107-106). In addition to unemployment, poverty and
illiteracy, the Shah’s patrimonial characteristics could be the main obstacles to recognize the
suggestions and opinions as he asserted to the petitioners not to interfere in politics (Adamiat
and Natiq 1987/1356, 378). Unlike the Tosa domain, the exclusion of samurai from petitioning
in shogunal territories, except for the masterless samurai (ronin & A ), paved the way mainly
for adoption of social suggestions.

Establishment of the shogunal hospital at Koishikawa /Nf7JI] in botanical garden for
medicine according to the Ogawa Shosen /N2 Ay who was a “private physician™ (Harafuji
1992, 776; Yokota 2005, 298), organization of a fire prevention plan suggested by Edo
townsmen (Harafuji op. cit., 776), development of new rice field in Shimofusa [# at the
request of ronin (Yokota op. cit., 298) and establishment of Kaihodd 345 School in August
1723 in Fukagawa i)l of Edo suggested by rénin are some of the submitted suggestions
via meyasubako. But including the bureaucrat samurai of Tosa domain among the eligible
petitioners led the suggestions mainly to political affairs. Critiques of domainal retainers who
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gallivanted in Edo brothels, the lord who hunted on prayer days (Roberts 1998, 124-125),
stopping merchant monopoly, limiting the transportation corvée and special tax reduction are
some examples (Ibid. 127-129). Applying meyasubako in this domain initially provided the
middle and low-level samurai with opportunities to present their knowledge such as Kyttoku
Daihachi Af#2 /\ , a low-rank retainer who promoted to samurai status and appointed head
of domain finances in 1787 for his suggestions (/bid., 122-123). It activated the social mobility
among the samurai and consequently provided the condition for political discussion.

6. The Petition Box and Establishment of Parliament

In his argument, Sohrabi applies the classic idea of the “Circle of Justice” which according to
the Islamic mirrors, the Shah was still the summit of the circle that different classes of people
are its constituents. Based on the Iranian mirrors which were still alive in Qajar era, the Shah’s
duty as the source of justice was preserving balance between various classes and ensuring
order. The duty required him to act justly and be in direct contact with his subjects (Sohrabi
1999, 255-257). Iranian Kings including Nasir al-Din Shah, his successors and officials were
all aware of this classic discourse. His reforms and innovations such as open audience on
Sundays to deal with the cases of his aggrieved subjects, establishment of sandug-i adalat and
majlis-i tahqiq-i mazalim (the Council of for Investigation of Grievances) are seen as measures
taken based on this ideology.

On the establishment of constitutional assembly (1906) which took place after Nasir al-
Din Shah, Sohrabi points to the different demands of the Westernized elites and the guilds
and clerics who had a minimal understanding of Western concepts. They sought to revive an
institution which could deal with public grievances based on local discourse of kingship and
justice. This primary demand was presented in their call for adalat-khdnah (House of Justice)
rather than a Western parliament (Ibid., 253-254 and Kasravi 1324/1945, 17-18). The majority
regarded majlis-i shawray-i milli (the National Assembly) as House of Justice due to similarity
they found between the new institution and the traditional ones. It is said that he parliament
was actually “downgraded to an office to deal with the petitions” (Shohani 1389/2010, 56).

“The traditionalists’ primary form of action was to petition the assembly to come into direct
contact with the “source of Justice”... A modernist representative discouraged the public from
sending their trivial petitions, for they wasted the assembly’s precious time...” (Sohrabi op.
cit.,, 265-266). By flooding the assembly, people challenged the new Shah’s sovereignty. At
last, the Shah as the “source of justice” was replaced with assembly in the public mind (Ibid.,
284). It can be concluded that the malfunction of Justice Box and the successive institution
contributed to different understanding of parliament.

On the other side, the people of Tosa domain could be the pioneer in creation of Japanese
representative system from a century ago.
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In order to facilitate communication to the lord of Tosa, a new institution, a kind of petition
box in a live form was suggested by Imakita Sakubei 4 &% /ELLf (Roberts 1997, 588-
589). He submitted a petition in 1787, suggesting the establishment of a new advisory council
to discuss the policies. The council should be constituted of best of the domain’s people
regardless of their social status and class and elected by “all the people of the country [of
Tosa]” not the lord. The substance of Sakubei’s suggestion indicated its being indigenous not
Western and an amalgamation of his experiences and samurai traditions (Ibid., 575-576). Tosa
samurai pioneered the “Freedom and Popular Rights Movement” a century later in 1870s to
establish constitutional and representative institutions in Japanese modern state. Sakubei’s
proposal suggests the interpretations of Western political thought as the mainspring in this
movement was impressed by Japanese indigenous tradition. (Ibid., 595-596). Facilitating the
adoption of parliament as a modern institution in Japan and misunderstanding the parliament
as the House of Justice in Iran can be concluded as the indirect consequents of these two
traditional devices.

Conclusion

It seems the petition box system applied in pre-modern societies of Edo Japan and Qajar Iran,
despite some similarities between them in goals, forms and mechanism to cope with the crises
brought about different consequences. The relative success of meyasubako in comparison with
sandug-i addlat can be ascribed to various factors such as different political system, rate of
literacy and illiteracy, financial conditions, poverty and so on. Here, justice as an important
factor for charismatic legitimacy and recognition of the petitioners’ suggestions and critiques
as a distinctive characteristic of meyasubako have been focused as the main probable factors.

The patrimonial king of Qajar could not bear suggestions and critiques. He was a “despot
without instruments of despotisms” who could not stop unjust behavior of powerful officials
(Abrahamian 1974, 9) and he lacked willpower to deal with the complaints against them.
Legitimizing his power by showing off his justice through holding open audience, sandug-i
addalat or other institution could meet his needs.

It could be concluded that recognition of opinions and critiques of all classes including
samurai in Tosa domain provided a public space of political discussion and revealed the
significance of opening a “path of communication.” This open space paved the way for
offering very important suggestions which issued in modern institution of parliament about
one century later.

Malfunction of innovative institutions for prosecution by the Shah who was assumed as
the source of justice led to the division between the intellectuals who adopted the modern
parliament as an assembly for legislation, and the majority who was dissatisfied with the past

injustice and found it similar to the former traditional institutions and took it as a substitution
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for the source of justice.

References

Abrahamian, Ervand. 1974. “Oriental Despotism: The Case of Qajar Iran.” International Journal of
Middle East Studies 5(1): 3-31.

Adamiyyat, Faridun and Homa Natiq. 1356/1978. Afkdr-i ijtimai va sidsi va iqtisadi dar athar-i
muntashir nashudah-I dawran-I Qdjar. Tehran: Agah.

Amin, Sayyed Hassan. 1382/2003. “Nizam Qadhayee-i Iran Az Aghaz-i Qajar Ta Inghilab-i Mashrutiat.”
Pajuhish Hoquq va Siasat (9): 29-72

Curzon, George N. 1892. Persia and the Persian Question. Vol.1. London: Longmans, Green and Co.

Damghani, Mohammad-Taqi. 1357/1979. Sad Sal Pish Az In: Muqadameh-yi Bar Tarikh-i Hoqugg-i
Jadid-i Iran. Tehran: Shabgir.

Ettehadieh Nezam-Mafi, Mansourch. 1989. “The council for the Investigation of grievances: A Case
Study of Nineteenth Century Iranian Social History.” In Iranian Studies 22, PP. 51-56.

Floor, Willem. 1983. “Change and Development in the Judicral System of Qajar Iran (1800-1925)
in Qajar Iran: political, Social and Cultural Change 1800-1925, edited by E. Bosworth and C.
Hillenbrand. Edinburgh University Press.

Folio No. 295/5139, 1281/1864, place in archive: 863B3R1, National Library and Archives of I. R. of
Iran.

Folio No. 295/5336, 1281/1864, place in archive: 262B4R1, National Library and Archives of I. R. of
Iran.

Folio No. 295/1837, 1280/1863, place in archive: 728 A4R1, National Library and Archives of I. R. of
Iran.

Fukaya, Katsumi. 1999. “kinsei seiji to hyakushd meyasu” in Kdtaro Iwata & Katsumi Fukaya, eds.,
shakai ishiki to sekai zo, (minshii undoshi: kinsei kara kindai e, series Vol. 2, by Katsu hiro Arai)
Tokyd: Aoki shoten.

Hirakawa, Arata. [1995] 2000. “chiiki no Keizai no tenkai” Pp. 111-148 in Iwanami kéza Nihon tsushi,
Vol. 15, kinsei (5), edited by Asao Naohiri (et al.). Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten.

Iran daily, No. 240. 1291/1874.

Kasravi, Ahmad. 1324/1945. Mashroutah Bihtarin Shikl-i Hokoumat va Akharin Natije-i Andishe-i
Nizhad-1 Adami. n. p. : n. p.

Kitajima, Masamoto. 1978. Edo bakufu no kenryoku kéz6. Iwanami Shoten.

Kokushi daijiten http://japanknowledge/body/display accessed 28 August 2013.

Mohit Tabataba'ee, Mohammad. 1346/1967. “Dadgostari Dar Iran Az Inqiraz-I Sasani Ta Ibtiday-i
Mashrutah.” Vahid monthly, No. 49, PP. 43-48.

Mustawfi, Abdullah. 1343/1964. Sharh-i Zindagani-i Man ya Tarikh-i Idari va Ijtima ee-I Dawreh-i
Qdjar. Vol. 1, 2" edition, Tehran: Musavar.

Nashat, Guity. 1982. The Origins of Modern Reform in Iran, 1870-1880. Urbana: University of Illinois
Press.



58 Ali GOLMOHAMMADI

Nihon rekishi-chimei taikei (heibonsha) http://www.Japanknowledge.com/body/display/ accessed 28
August 2013.

Ohira, Ydichi. 2003. Meyasubako no kenky, Ritsumeikan Daigaku Hogakubu sosho, Tokyo: Sobunsha.

Roberts, Luke S. 1997. “A Petition for a Popularly Chosen Council of Government in Tosa in 1787.”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 57(2): 575-596.

Roberts, Luke S. 1998. Mercantilism in a Japanese domain: The merchant origins of economic
nationalism in 18" — century Tosa. Cambridge University Press.

Sacedi Sirjani, Ali Akbar (ed.) 1362 (1983). Vagaye-i Ittifagiyah: Majmuay-i Gozarish-hay-i Khofiah
Nevisan-i Englis Dar Vildyat-i Jonubi-ye Iran Az Sal-i 1291 ta 1322 Qamari. Tehran: Intisharat-i
Novin.

Safayee, Ibrahim. 1347/1967. “Sandug-i Arayez.” Negin (47): 39-40.

Shohani, Siavas. 1389/2010. “Arayez: Rahyafti Be Tarikh-i Forudastan (Barrasi-i Asnadi-i Majlis-i
Shoray-i Melli).” Ganjineh-i Asndd 79: 42-79.

Skocpol, Theda & Somers, Margaret. 1994. “The Uses of Comparative History in Macrosocial Inquiry,”
in: Social revolutions in the Modern World, Theda Skocpol, Cambridge University Press.

So. Alvin Y. 1990. Social change and development: modernization, dependency, and world-system
theories. London: Sage Publications.

Sohrabi, Nader. 1999. “Revolution and State Culture: The Circle of Justice and Constitutionalism in 19"
Century Iran.” In G. Steinmetz (ed.), State/ Culture: State Formation after the Cultural Turn, Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, PP. 253-288.

Varahram, Gholamridha. 2006/1385. Nizam-i Sidasi va Sazmanhd-ye Ijtimaee-ye Iran Dar Asr-i Qdjar.
Tehran: Mueen.

Wakao, Masaki. 2003. “Kydho Tenmeiki no shakai to bunka,” in Manabu Oishi, Nikon no jidaishi Vol.
16, Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunkan.

Weber, Max.1978. Economy and Society: an outline of interpretive sociology. Vol. 2, Berkley, Los
Angeles and London: University of California Press.

Yokota, Fuyuhiko. 2005. “kinsei no gakugei,” in Osamu Ot6 and others, eds., kinsei shakairon, nihonshi
koza, Vol. 6, rekishigaku kenkytikai and nihonshi kenkytikai, Tokyo: Todai Shuppankai.



