Economic History Studies of Iran, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 14, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2025, 259-284
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/sehs.2025.48685.1978

Economic theology in the thoughts of
Sayyid Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani

Reza Javid”

Abstract

One of the backgrounds of Iran's constitutional revolution was the emergence of
theological discourse that affected the economy and politics of that time. Iran's
economic weakness and powerlessness against the expanding global capitalism
became evident in the era of privileges, especially with the tobacco privilege, and
reached its peak. The incident of tobacco was the confrontation of theology against
tyranny and colonialism. After the tobacco movement and related to it, a type of
economic theology was formed, whose claim was economic self-sufficiency against
foreigners, reliance on national production, emphasis on work culture and wealth
production. Its teachings were not dissimilar to the teachings of the Protestant
religion and the action aimed at the worldly salvation of believers, as well as its
impact on the formation of capitalism and western production enterprises. Here, just
like what happened to the Protestantism movement, we witness the formation of a
type of economic theology that declares its goal to be worldly salvation and self-
sufficiency of believers. This article, using Max Weber's analytical and explanatory
method regarding the teachings of Protestantism and the conditions for the
emergence of capitalist business enterprises in the West, examines the impact of the
economic theology of Seyyed Jamaluddin Vaez-Esfahani on the formation of
economic action and its concrete embodiment in the establishment of "

. n
Islamic company.
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Introduction

Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani was an innovative preacher during and before
the Constitutional era. Before the Constitutional era, he and his friends and
associates began activities aimed at achieving world salvation and regulating social
livelihood. His sermons and writings focused on fighting colonialism and foreign
economic monopolies. The economic privileges granted to foreigners during the
Nasser era led to the destruction of the economic foundation and national
production. This led Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani to use religious and
theological themes to arouse people to the importance of preserving the economic
foundation of society. In his sermons and speeches and in some writings, he tried to
institutionalize belief in the economy and national production among the masses of
the people by using religious concepts and allegories. Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz"
Esfahani correctly introduced banks affiliated with colonial countries as one of the
main tools of economic exploitation of the Iranian people and emphasized the
necessity of establishing a national bank to preserve capital and national production.
Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani, without emphasizing the complex rules and
regulations of jurisprudence, presented images of the salvation of this world and
intended to change the economic and livelihood situation of the Iranian people.
Emphasis on the prosperity of the world and the happiness of this world, emphasis
on domestic production and wealth creation, along with attention to the culture of
work and cooperation, had a prominent place in his theological discourse. This is
close to Max Weber's economic theology. Given this introduction, the main question
of the research is: Given Weber's theory of economic theology regarding
Protestantism, can economic theology be explained in the thought and practice of
Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani?

Materials & Methods

This research is historical and, using library documents, sources, and newspapers
from the Qajar period, first addresses the background to the formation of economic
theology in that period and then specifically focuses on the economic theology of
Seyyed Jamal al Din "Va'iz" Esfahani. The research method is analytical descriptive
and interpretative. In analysis and description, the research considers the events and

incidents that led to the idea of a type of economic theology.
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Discussion & Result

The attempt to establish new economic, legal, and political foundations in Iran dates
back to before the constitution. In this regard, Iran's defeat by Russia in the
Caucasus Wars was decisive. In addition to separating many Iranian lands in the
North Caucasus, the Russians also took Iran's politics and economy into their sphere
of power in the shameful treaties of Golestan and especially Turkmanchai. Later, the
British colonial government did not lag behind and, in addition to imposing colonial
policies, sent a flood of its manufactured goods to Iran, dealing a major blow to the
lackluster domestic economy and production. However, the emergence of Amir
Kabir was an interruption in this process. Amir Kabir was an efficient minister in the
Nasserist regime. In the face of the economic onslaught of the colonialists, he had a
clear position and policy and wanted to rely on the national economy and domestic
production. The Amir's desire and concern in the face of the entry of foreign goods
and the attempt to rely on domestic production and the establishment and prosperity
of domestic industry, in the future became one of the main concerns of Iranian
enlighteners and merchants. The establishment of the "Islamic Company" in Isfahan
about forty years after the death of Amir Kabir and under the influence of the
tobacco movement, which incidentally emphasized the establishment of a textile
factory and attention to domestic textiles and foodstuffs, revived his memory. The
experience of facing the tobacco privilege in the following years led to sensitivities
in the field of national and domestic production as well as the import of foreign
products. Here, Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani played an important and
effective role and became one of the enlightening preachers. In his passionate
speeches, he emphasized national and domestic production. His influential speeches
had an impact on the audience and led to the establishment of one of the most
important experiences of a national economy based on domestic production. This
was one of the first modern economic experiments of Iranians, driven by theological
ideas and images. To achieve this goal, Seyyed Jamal al-Din "Va'iz" Esfahani
emphasized in his sermons and writings economic work and effort along with
national solidarity and zeal. In his speech, the ultimate goal of such actions was to

achieve freedom, happiness, and salvation in this world.

Conclusion

Max Weber believed that a type of Christian theology that was crystallized in

Protestant teachings led to the formation of new actions based on professional and
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social affairs and ultimately capitalism. Weber's theory of social action in this regard
was focused on understanding the semantic system of Protestant action. In Iran
during the Qajar period, domestic tyranny and economic exploitation, along with the
pressure of colonial powers, led to the formation of a type of economic theology,
and its objective crystallization was more evident than anywhere else in the tobacco
boycott movement. After the victory of the tobacco movement and the retreat of
domestic tyranny and foreign colonialism, a group of intellectuals, businessmen, and
pulpits recalled the memory of that movement and brought it towards economic
activity from the perspective of Islamic theology. Among them was Seyyed Jamal
Va'iz Isfahani, who in his sermons and writings created an economic theology that
utilized religious allegories, concepts, and themes and inspired believers to take

social and economic action against tyranny and colonialism.
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