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Abstract

Silk was one of the strategic economic commodities in Iran during the Qajar era.
Among Iran’s provinces, Guilan with its unique geographical conditions and
extensive mulberry orchardsheld a particular advantage for silk cultivation. Land
reforms during the reign of Mozaffar ad-Din Shah and the transfer of crown lands to
merchants and government officials led to growing discontent among sericulturists
and peasants. These changes, along with increasing tax pressures and the influence
of foreign companies, prompted many peasants to migrate to the Caucasus. Iranian
workers in the Caucasus became familiar with Social Democratic ideas, and upon
their return, played a role in the formation of local associations. Silk merchants, due
to their trade relations with Europe particularly with Russia held significant
economic power and thus played an influential role in organizing peasant uprisings
and supporting the Constitutional movement.This article explores the role of
Guilan’s silk merchants and sericulturists in the social and political developments of
the Constitutional Revolution. The research methodology is historical with a

descriptive-analytical approach, based on library research and archival documents.
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Historical records show that associations of merchants, peasants, and workers
confronted the feudal system and opposed landowners by refusing to pay taxes and
rent. Rural associations and merchant guilds in Guilan played a major role in
fostering unity against local rulers. Ultimately, the alliance between merchants,
sericulturists, peasants, and constitutionalist fighters led to the expansion of the
revolutionary movement, turning Guilan into one of the key centers of the
Constitutional Revolution.

Keywords: Guilan silk, silk merchants, constitutional associations, sericulturists and
peasants, Constitutional Revolution.

Interoduction

The silk industry in Guilan played a pivotal role in Iran’s economy from the Safavid
period to the Qajar era. Thanks to its favorable natural geography for establishing
mulberry plantations and raising silkworms, Guilan was considered a privileged
region for the development of this industry. Consequently, lands used for mulberry
cultivation and sericulture became crown estates khaleseh and attracted the attention
of local governors, laying the foundation for a silk-based economy in the province.
During the Qajar era, reforms in land tenure and the privatization of a significant
portion of crown lands led to transformations in the structure of capitalism across
the country, including in Guilan. Moreover, the granting of governmental
concessions to merchants and foreign companiessuch as permission to purchase
land, tax reductions, and monopolies over silkworm egg imports facilitated their
increasing presence in the region. These developments triggered growing
dissatisfaction among domestic merchants, peasants, and local silkworm breeders.
The resulting economic and livelihood pressures led many peasants and sericulture
workers to migrate to the Caucasus in search of employment in oil industries and
export sectors. This migration brought them into contact with Social Democratic
ideologies. At the same time, discontent was mounting among various social strata
in Iranian society particularly among Guilan’s merchants and peasants. Through the
interactions and exchanges between returning workers and merchants from the
Caucasus and local actors, numerous associations (anjomans) emerged in Guilan.
These associations played a foundational role in organizing peasant movements and,

concurrently, in fostering constitutional and pro-freedom movements in the region.
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Materials & Methods

This article employs a historical-comparative research method, using library-based
data collection and drawing on historical documents, consular reports, government
telegrams, and newspapers from the Constitutional period. Within the framework of
social history theory, the study seeks to address the central research question: How
did silk merchants and silkworm breeders contribute to the formation of associations
during the Constitutional era? In pursuit of this main question, the study also
examines the following sub-questions: (1) How did land reforms and the penetration
of foreign companies lead to peasant dissatisfaction and subsequent migration? (2)
In what ways did merchants’ and peasants’ associations influence the socio-political

transformations of the Constitutional Revolution?

Discussion & Result

The silk industry in Guilan played a pivotal role in Iran’s economy from the Safavid
period to the Qajar era. Thanks to its favorable natural geography for establishing
mulberry plantations and raising silkworms, Guilan was considered a privileged
region for the development of this industry. Consequently, lands used for mulberry
cultivation and sericulture became crown estates (khaleseh) and attracted the
attention of local governors, laying the foundation for a silk-based economy in the
province. During the Qajar era, reforms in land tenure and the privatization of a
significant portion of crown lands led to transformations in the structure of
capitalism across the country, including in Guilan. Moreover, the granting of
governmental concessions to merchants and foreign companies such as permission
to purchase land, tax reductions, and monopolies over silkworm egg imports
facilitated their increasing presence in the region.These developments triggered
growing dissatisfaction among domestic merchants, peasants, and local silkworm
breeders. The resulting economic and livelihood pressures led many peasants and
sericulture workers to migrate to the Caucasus in search of employment in oil
industries and export sectors. This migration brought them into contact with Social
Democratic ideologies. At the same time, discontent was mounting among various
social strata in Iranian society particularly among Guilan’s merchants and peasants.
Through the interactions and exchanges between returning workers and merchants
from the Caucasus and local actors, numerous associations (anjomans) emerged in
Guilan. These associations played a foundational role in organizing peasant

movements and, concurrently, in fostering constitutional and pro-freedom
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movements in the region. This article employs a historical-comparative research
method, using library-based data collection and drawing on historical documents,
consular reports, government telegrams, and newspapers from the Constitutional
period. Within the framework of social history theory, the study seeks to address the
central research question: How did silk merchants and silkworm breeders contribute
to the formation of associations during the Constitutional era? In pursuit of this main
question, the study also examines the following sub-questions: (1) How did land
reforms and the penetration of foreign companies lead to peasant dissatisfaction and
subsequent migration? (2) In what ways did merchants’ and peasants’ associations
influence the socio-political transformations of the Constitutional Revolution?

Conclusion

and reforms, the dominance of foreign companies over the silk industry, and the
increasing economic pressures on peasants and merchants led to the formation of
social and political movements in Guilan. Silk merchants and sericulturists played a
key role in establishing constitutionalist associations, and the connection between
these commercial and rural associations with revolutionary forces in the Caucasus
and the collective unity of peasants made Guilan one of the main centers of the
Constitutional Revolution. The findings of this paper show that the Constitutional
Revolution was not just an urban revolution, but that rural people, sericulturists, and
workers also had an important role, and these groups, as part of the revolutionary
forces, played a significant role in the capture of Tehran and the downfall of
despotism. The conducted research indicates that silk merchants, in addition to their
economic activities, were influential in the formation of political and professional
associations and particularly supported the peasants.

The change in land ownership of crown lands in favor of princes, merchants, and
foreign companies created widespread dissatisfaction among peasants and
sericulturists, leading some of them to migrate to the Caucasus. The increasing
economic pressures, heavy taxes, and the dominance of foreign companies led to the
formation of professional, commercial, and peasant associations, which eventually
resulted in local uprisings and the participation of the people of Guilan in the
Constitutional Revolution. Foreign merchants, especially Russian and Ottoman
companies, took advantage of the existing conditions to increase their control over
the silk trade, which led to increased dissatisfaction and confrontation between

domestic and foreign merchants. Sericulturists and peasants, by forming
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independent associations, refused to pay the landlord's share and taxes, and
ultimately participated alongside constitutionalists in local uprisings and the capture
of Tehran. The return of Guilan migrant workers from the Caucasus with social-
democratic ideas led to the formation of radical associations and the spread of class
awareness among sericulturists and merchants, which played a key role in the
Constitutional movement.
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