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Abstract

During the Qajar period, Sultanabad of Iraqi ‘Ajam emerged as a developing urban
center whose economic transformation cannot be explained solely through state
policies or geographical conditions. Among the social groups active in this process,
Armenian migrants played a distinctive role that exceeded their demographic size.
This article examines the economic and cultural roles of Armenians in Sultanabad
by emphasizing the interrelationship between migration, trade, and the transfer of
human capital. Employing a historical-analytical methodology, the study is based on
archival documents, official reports, administrative correspondence, and recent
scholarly research. The theoretical framework combines migration network theory
with human capital theory in order to explain how Armenian migration—shaped by
pre-existing commercial, religious, and kinship networks—facilitated the circulation
of capital, skills, and economic knowledge within the urban space of Sultanabad.

The findings demonstrate that Armenians, as network-based economic migrants,
contributed significantly to the expansion of trade, particularly in sectors connected
to interregional and export-oriented markets. Simultaneously, through the
establishment of cultural and educational institutions, they played an important role
in enhancing human capital and promoting professional practices within the city’s

economy. This dual economic and cultural engagement strengthened Sultanabad’s
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position within broader commercial networks and accelerated the formation of its
urban economy. The article concludes that the economic development of Sultanabad
during the Qajar period was the outcome of an interaction between migration
networks, human capital, and local economic capacities. Consequently, any analysis
of urban economic history in Qajar Iran that neglects the role of networked migrant
communities such as the Armenians risks producing an incomplete and reductionist

interpretation of historical change

Keywords: Sultanabad of Iraqi ‘Ajam, Migration Networks, Armenian Migrants,

Urban Economy, Qajar Period.

Introduction

Urban transformation in late Qajar Iran cannot be reduced to fiscal reforms or
administrative restructuring; rather, it unfolded through the interaction of local
agency, commercial networks, and migratory movements. Sultanabad of Iraqi
‘Ajam, founded in the early nineteenth century, offers a compelling case for
examining these dynamics. Its emergence as a commercial center was shaped not
only by geographic positioning but also by the activities of migrant communities.
Among them, Armenians—despite their limited demographic weight—played a
formative role in restructuring the urban marketplace and integrating the city into
wider circuits of exchange.

This study investigates the role of Armenians in the urban economy of
Sultanabad, foregrounding the interrelation between network-based migration, the
circulation of human capital, and the consolidation of commercial institutions. It
seeks to move beyond descriptive accounts of minority presence and instead situate
Armenian economic activity within broader processes of urban formation, market

integration, and socio-economic differentiation in late Qajar Iran.

Materials & Methods

The research adopts a historical-analytical methodology grounded in archival
documentation, administrative correspondence, telegraphic reports, ministerial
records, contemporary newspapers, travel narratives, and recent historiography.
Sources are examined through contextual reading, attentive to their institutional
provenance and discursive framing, in order to avoid uncritical reproduction of

official narratives.
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The theoretical framework combines migration network theory with the concept
of human capital. Migration is conceptualized as a socially embedded process
sustained by durable ties of kinship, confession, and commerce, which facilitated the
circulation of trust, credit, and information. The notion of human capital enables an
assessment of how technical skills, literacy, accounting practices, and commercial
expertise contributed to the reconfiguration of urban economic structures. This
integrated framework allows Armenian actors to be understood as agents of

structural transformation rather than passive beneficiaries of circumstance.

Discussion & Result

The findings indicate that Armenian migration to Sultanabad occurred in distinct
temporal phases, each shaped by shifting political and economic conditions. Initial
movements were driven by the search for security and opportunity; over time,
however, migration assumed a networked character, sustained by commercial
partnerships and communal institutions.

Armenians became deeply embedded in the city’s market structure, particularly
in the carpet trade and export-oriented commerce. Their mercantile networks linked
Sultanabad to regional and transregional markets, enabling the circulation of capital,
market intelligence, and reputational credit. Through systematic bookkeeping,
contractual discipline, and differentiated labor organization, they contributed to the
rationalization and professionalization of economic activity within the urban bazaar.

Beyond strictly economic functions, Armenian educational and communal
institutions fostered the diffusion of literacy, numeracy, and commercial
competencies. These developments enhanced the city’s aggregate human capital and
reinforced institutional stability within the marketplace. The Armenian presence thus
operated at the intersection of economic practice & social organization, reshaping
Sultanabad’s position within broader commercial geographies.

Conclusion

The economic consolidation of Sultanabad in the late Qajar period emerged from the
convergence of local capacities, migratory networks, and the strategic deployment of
human capital. Armenian commercial success was rooted not merely in structural
advantage but in the cumulative effects of networked agency, institutional

adaptation, and knowledge transfer. Any interpretation of Sultanabad’s urban and
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socio-economic history that neglects these interconnected processes risks obscuring

the mechanisms through which urban transformation unfolded in late Qajar Iran
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