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This study aims to explain and analyze the function of religious rites and rituals
in the lives of Shia Iranians during the Qajar period. The research is considered
a historical study and has been written using a descriptive-analytical method
based on library resources. The information related to the study was collected
through note-taking. In this research, the religious customs and rituals of the
people during the Qajar period are discussed in various aspects, including birth,
marriage, divorce, death, clothing, and the religious holidays of Nowruz,
Ghadir, Qorban, Ramadan, and Muharram. The results of the study indicate
that, similar to the Safavid era, religious rites and rituals were practiced during
the Qajar period, and Qajar kings were also committed to performing customs
at both the popular and aristocratic levels. During this period, with the
beginning of Iran's contact with the West and Naser al-Din Shah Qajar’s first
trip to Europe, Western culture and modernity entered the country
significantly, and the methods of celebrating religious ceremonies and
mourning during the months of Muharram and Ramadan underwent changes.
Some religious customs, such as Chavosh Khani and Taziyeh, reached their
peak during this period, while others, such as Bast Neshini, were temporarily
discontinued and then limited to specific locations after the death of Amir
Kabir.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The study of religious rites and rituals has long been a crucial part of understanding the cultural
and social dynamics of societies. This research examines the role and significance of religious ceremonies
in the daily lives of Shia Iranians during the Qajar period (1789-1925). The Qajar period was marked by
a strong adherence to Shia customs, influenced by both local traditions and emerging modernist influences
from the West. The objective of this paper is to analyze how religious ceremonies shaped individual and
collective identities, social relations, and political structures in Iran during this era, focusing on key events
such as birth, marriage, death, and religious holidays like Nowruz, Ghadir, Qorban, and Muharram. The
research utilizes a descriptive-analytical method, relying on historical sources to provide an in-depth
examination of these customs and their transformations over time.

Religious practices were deeply ingrained in the lives of Shia Iranians, manifesting in various
aspects of personal and public life, such as marriage, divorce, and funeral rites. Marriages were often
arranged according to religious prescriptions, with girls marrying as early as seven, a practice seen as
ensuring economic stability and moral rectitude (Mansour Bakht & Hosseini, 2015). Divorce, while
permissible in Islamic law, was discouraged except in dire circumstances. Funerals were marked by
solemn religious ceremonies, often involving elaborate rituals intended to guarantee a peaceful afterlife
for the deceased (Polak, 1982). Over time, Western influence during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah
introduced modern legal reforms that subtly altered these practices, but the essence of Shia religious
customs remained resilient.

One of the most striking aspects of religious life during the Qajar period was the observance of
religious holidays and mourning ceremonies, especially during Muharram, when Iranians commemorated
the martyrdom of Imam Hussein (Algar, 1990). These events were not only religious but also served as
social gatherings that strengthened communal bonds. The introduction of Western modernity, however,
began to reshape the nature of these rituals. For example, the public display of mourning, such as Taziyeh
(religious plays) and Chavosh Khani (pilgrimage songs), reached their peak but also began to adapt to the
new cultural influences from Europe (Fouéré, 2012). The rituals, though rooted in centuries-old traditions,
were flexible enough to incorporate elements of modernity without losing their religious significance.

The role of the Qajar monarchs was pivotal in maintaining and legitimizing religious customs. As
the custodians of both state and religion, Qajar kings were expected to uphold Islamic law and participate
in major religious ceremonies (Khatami, 2011). They funded and organized events like Ashura, ensuring
that religious observances were conducted with grandeur. However, the increasing interaction with
Western nations, especially following Naser al-Din Shah’s travels to Europe, led to a slow but steady
introduction of secular elements into the Iranian political and cultural spheres (Sykes, 2016). Despite this,
the monarchy continued to rely on religious legitimacy, and the ulama (religious scholars) maintained
significant influence over both the monarchy and the populace.

Religious rites also played a critical role in asserting social identity and cohesion. Festivals like
Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha were not merely religious but also communal events that provided
opportunities for social solidarity, charity, and public celebration. These festivals often included the
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distribution of food and alms to the poor, reinforcing Islamic principles of charity and community welfare
(Sheil, 2020). Despite these unifying aspects, there was also room for social stratification within the
religious framework, as wealthier classes could afford more elaborate celebrations, and royal participation
in such events emphasized the hierarchical nature of Qajar society.

Lastly, the research highlights how modernity challenged these deeply embedded traditions. The
influx of Western culture and ideas, particularly during the late Qajar period, led to a re-evaluation of
certain religious practices. For instance, the once widespread custom of Bast Neshini (seeking asylum in
a sacred place to avoid persecution) was curtailed under the reforms of Amir Kabir (Khosh Eftekhar,
2005). Yet, other practices like the celebration of Muharram continued to thrive, evolving to incorporate
theatrical elements that appealed to both religious and secular audiences (Shamim, 2011). This blending of
the old and new created a dynamic cultural landscape where religious customs served as both a source of
continuity and a means of negotiating modernity.

In conclusion, the Qajar period was a time of significant religious observance, where rites and
rituals formed the backbone of social, political, and personal life. The study finds that while Western
influence introduced changes to some customs, the core of Shia religious practices remained resilient and
adapted to the changing cultural landscape. The Qajar rulers played an essential role in preserving religious
traditions, using them to legitimize their rule while accommodating elements of modernity. Ultimately,
religious rites in the Qajar era were not static but dynamic, reflecting the broader societal shifts occurring
in Iran during this transformative period.
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