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The social circumstances of Gilan’s lower classes during the Constitutional era
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Abstract

From a social perspective, Gilan did not differ from other Iranian provinces. Despite its extensive
geographical connections, Gilan, as part of the Qajar domain, suffered from the flawed bureaucratic
system and the inefficiency of its administrative structure. Before the Constitutional Revolution, in the
absence of codified law and under the absolute will of the despotic monarchy, local governors and
khans acted much like the Qajar monarchs themselves, imposing various inhumane feudal customs on
the people under their rule. The clergy also generally aligned themselves with the landowners and the
upper classes of society. The economic fertility of Gilan made it a land where wealth was generated
throughout the region. This situation, in addition to provoking the greed of Qajar rulers, local
governors, and their agents, also led to encroachments by Russians and by merchants under their
protection — mostly Armenians, Georgians, and Greeks — on the province’s economic resources.
Nevertheless, with the onset of the Constitutional Revolution in Iran, Gilan’s peasants and lower
classes came to see constitutionalism as a system in which parliamentary rule and law were their only
refuge against landlords and local rulers, protecting their lives and property from abuse. Thus, in
petitions and surviving documents from the Constitutional era, Gilan’s peasants and lower rural
classes sought to claim their rights by appealing to the Constitution and the Parliament. In some cases,
when their grievances were ignored, they resorted to acts of violence. The main question of this study
is therefore as follows: “What goals did the people of Gilan pursue in their petitions submitted to the
journals and, in particular, to the Parliament?” This article, using a historical method based on a
descriptive—analytical approach and drawing on historical documents, seeks to examine this question.
The research findings show that constitutionalism and its pillars played a pivotal role in the social
movements of the Gilani lower classes against the upper classes of society. Relying on law,
democracy, the parliamentary system, and the support of local associations, the lower classes
attempted to raise their economic and social demands and achieve their legal rights.
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Abstract

The political history of most societies and countries is marked by major political, social, cultural, and
economic revolutions. In the modern era, Iran also witnessed the Constitutional Revolution, which for
the first time established a parliamentary system in the country. Although the people of Tehran and
Tabriz were at the forefront of initiating the Constitutional Movement, Gilan, especially during the
events following the Minor Tyranny, also earned an honorable record in defending the ideals of
constitutionalism. Due to its significant political, social, and economic position, and the exploitation
inherent in the feudal system, Gilan was prepared to rise in rebellion against the Qajar government. At
this time, the peasant class of Gilan, despite the region’s strong agricultural economy and the hard
work of cultivators, received only minimal wages because oppressive economic relations prevailed.
Therefore, one of the social groups in Gilan that played an important role in the Constitutional
Revolution was the villagers, who sought the abolition of the prevailing economic relations in the
region and hoped that the Constitutional Revolution and changes to the landlord—peasant economic
system would improve their living conditions. The lower classes of Gilan’s society, especially the
peasants who had experienced the hardships of the landlord-peasant system, as well as the domination
of local rulers and Qajar governors and the presence of Russian subjects, saw the gates of hope open
before them with the victory of the Constitutional Revolution and the establishment of the legislative
institution (the Majles). Nonetheless, after the parliamentary system was established in Iran, they were
unable to achieve the goals they had envisioned, and for several decades after the victory of the
Constitutional Revolution, they remained under the rule of the landlord-peasant structure.

However, the beginning of constitutionalism in Iran led Gilan’s peasants and lower classes to
interpret constitutionalism as making the parliamentary system and the law their only refuge against
rulers and landlords, believing these legal institutions would protect their property and lives from the
abuses of landlords. Thus, in the petitions and documents surviving from the Constitutional period,
Gilan’s peasants and cultivators sought to claim their rights by relying on the Constitution and the
parliament, and in some cases, when their grievances were not addressed, they resorted to violent
actions.

Method

In this article, the author examines the issue using a historical method based on a descriptive-
analytical approach and by citing historical documents.

Findings

Although the people of Gilan actively participated in the victory of the Constitutional Revolution,
after the initial excitement faded, they concluded that the Majles and the government were focused
solely on stabilizing conditions in favor of landowners and landlords. In response, Gilan’s cultivators
launched widespread rebellions against the dominance of the landlord—peasant system and the laws of
Parliament. During these peasant uprisings, Gilan’s radical revolutionary figures and local
associations, particularly the Abbasi Association, as well as radical newspapers such as Kheyr al-
Kalam and Nasim-e Shomal, supported them. In many cases, villagers beat landlords and expelled
them from the villages, and some landowners fled their estates to save their lives. As the rebellions
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grew and villagers increasingly demanded changes to existing conditions, Parliament, while ordering
an end to the uprisings, took small steps to address some of the villagers’ demands. However, the
power of conservatives in the Majles and the government led the parliament and the state to
effectively endorse the landlord—peasant system; in addition to suppressing the uprisings, they
deprived villagers of the right to protest against landowners.

The fundamental question of this research is: “What goals were the people of Gilan pursuing in their
petitions to the press and Parliament?” This study examines this issue using the historical method,
based on a descriptive—analytical approach and relying on historical documents.

Conclusion

Considering Parliament representatives’ responses to the petitions of Gilan’s cultivators, it appears
that some felt an internal and emotional inclination to reduce pressures on the peasants. However,
given the structure of the constitutional government, the scope of authority defined by the
Constitution, and the composition of Parliament at that time, they lacked the capacity to overturn the
existing order. The constitutional government of that period was not a radical revolutionary
movement and could not suddenly enact fundamental changes in Iran’s landholding and social
systems. As a result, the passivity of Parliament and the constitutional government regarding the
condition of the villagers created a rift between the government and the people. Moreover, the
villagers who had placed their hopes in Parliament became disappointed and disillusioned. The
discouraging approaches of Parliament and the constitutional government toward the villagers caused
the atmosphere of dissatisfaction and despair among Gilan’s cultivators to persist. With the
emergence of new sparks in the Jungle Movement, some peasants joined this social movement.
Overall, the deep social dissatisfaction of Gilan’s villagers with the landlord—peasant system
continued until the Land Reforms and became the primary factor behind many of the villagers’
protests against the government.
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