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Hamadan occupied a strategic position along the communication and trade
routes of the Qajar period. The central issue of this study is to examine the
effects of this strategic location on the social and economic structure of the city
of Hamadan. It appears that Hamadan’s strategic location, cohesive physical
structure, and demographic diversity constituted three key factors that
enhanced the city’s role in the power relations and economic system of Qajar
Iran. Using qualitative content analysis, this study collected and classified data
from valid travel accounts of the Qajar era. These data provide a multilayered
depiction of urban life in Hamadan. The findings indicate that Hamadan’s
bazaar, as the beating heart of the urban economy, together with its physical
structure—including the citadel, city walls, and diverse neighborhoods—
created a setting for cultural coexistence and competition among domestic and
foreign powers. Ethnic and religious diversity also played a significant role in
shaping Hamadan’s urban identity and economic dynamism, transforming it
into an important center within the geography of Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The city of Hamadan occupied a distinctive position in the urban and regional structure of Qajar
Iran due to its strategic location at the intersection of major east—west and north—south communication
routes. As one of the oldest urban centers on the Iranian Plateau, Hamadan functioned not merely as a
provincial settlement but as an important commercial, military, and cultural hub in western Iran. Its
geographical position connected Tehran and central Iran with Azerbaijan, the Caucasus, the Ottoman
territories, and Mesopotamia, making it a crucial node within regional transportation and trade networks.
Contemporary travelers repeatedly emphasized the significance of Hamadan as a crossroads of movement
and exchange. The city’s roads linked it to Tehran, Tabriz, Urmia, Sanandaj, Kermanshah, Isfahan,
Nahavand, Tuyserkan, and Borujerd, thereby integrating it into broader political and economic systems
(Cherikof, Y4VY4). European observers described Hamadan as one of the principal communication centers
of Iran, highlighting its exceptional accessibility and strategic value within the country’s transportation
infrastructure (Flandin, Y2VV; Coste, ¥+ + ). Moreover, its proximity to the Ottoman frontier transformed
Hamadan into a geopolitical arena where Iranian, Ottoman, Russian, and British interests intersected. The
establishment of foreign consulates, telegraph facilities, and banking institutions reflected its importance
within nineteenth-century imperial competition and commercial expansion (Mohammadi, ¥+ V; Jackson,
Y44+), At the same time, the city’s economic vitality was reinforced by its position along major pilgrimage
and commercial routes connecting Iran to Baghdad and the Shi‘i holy cities under Ottoman rule. This
combination of strategic location, commercial activity, and political significance elevated Hamadan
beyond the status of an ordinary provincial city and made it a critical component of Qajar Iran’s regional
order (Razavi, Y+ )1; Curzon, Y34¢),

The physical and social organization of Hamadan further contributed to its prominence during the
Qajar period. Historical descriptions indicate that the city retained the classic tripartite structure
characteristic of many Iranian cities, consisting of a governmental citadel, a central bazaar, and residential
quarters enclosed by defensive walls and gates (Foroughi, ¥ +)A). The bazaar functioned as the principal
economic institution and served as the center of commercial exchange, while residential neighborhoods
reflected the city’s ethnic and religious diversity. Various communities—including Persians, Turks,
Kurds, Armenians, and Jews—inhabited distinct quarters while maintaining extensive economic
interactions with one another (Karimi, Y+ Y+; Hosseini, Y+ Y)). Travelers’ accounts also reveal significant
contrasts within the urban landscape. On one hand, Hamadan possessed architectural traditions adapted to
local climatic conditions, including courtyard houses, elevated iwans, indigenous construction materials,
and sophisticated ventilation systems (Mo‘tamedi, Y+ 4). On the other hand, numerous observers reported
deteriorating infrastructure, narrow and winding streets, inadequate sanitation, and evidence of urban
decline associated with the broader political and economic weaknesses of the Qajar state (Jackson, Y39 +;
Zahir al-Dowleh, ) 4AA; Anet, Y AA%). The coexistence of economic dynamism and physical deterioration
created a complex urban environment that reflected broader transformations occurring throughout
nineteenth-century Iran. Consequently, the present study investigates how Hamadan’s strategic location,
urban morphology, and demographic diversity interacted to shape its economic and social status during
the Qajar period, drawing upon qualitative analysis of travel narratives and historical accounts to
reconstruct a multidimensional picture of urban life (Foroughi, ¥+ YA; Razavi, Y+)7; Karimi, Y+ Y+).

This study employed a qualitative historical research design based on content analysis of travel

accounts, memoirs, geographical descriptions, and historical narratives related to Hamadan during the



Askarani Quarterly Research Journal of Islamic History: 15:58 (2025) 93-107

Qajar period. The primary sources consisted of Persian and European travelogues authored by diplomats,
scholars, physicians, explorers, government officials, and travelers who visited Hamadan throughout the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These sources provided detailed observations regarding the city’s
physical environment, transportation networks, commercial institutions, population composition, and
cultural practices.

The collected documents were systematically reviewed and coded according to thematic
categories. Information concerning urban morphology, communication routes, architecture, commercial
activities, social organization, ethnic diversity, and economic exchanges was extracted and organized into
analytical units. Through iterative comparison and classification, recurring patterns and relationships were
identified. The analysis focused on understanding the interconnections between geographical location,
urban structure, economic activities, and social dynamics. Particular attention was devoted to
reconstructing the role of Hamadan within regional networks of trade and power and to examining how
physical and demographic characteristics influenced urban development. By integrating diverse narrative
sources into a unified analytical framework, the study sought to provide a multidimensional interpretation
of Hamadan’s historical significance during the Qajar era.

The findings demonstrate that Hamadan occupied a central position within the communication and
transportation system of western Iran. Multiple roads connected the city to major regional centers,
enabling the movement of goods, people, and information across extensive geographic areas. The city
functioned as a strategic junction between central Iran, the Caucasus, Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and the
Persian Gulf region. Its geopolitical importance was reinforced by its proximity to the Ottoman Empire
and by the presence of foreign consulates and commercial institutions. The existence of telegraph services
and a branch of the Imperial Bank further confirms the city’s integration into national and international
economic networks. As a result, Hamadan emerged as an important intermediary between local economies
and broader regional markets.

Analysis of the urban landscape reveals a city characterized by both continuity and decline. The
governmental citadel, central bazaar, residential neighborhoods, and city gates constituted the principal
components of urban organization. Although this structure preserved traditional patterns of Iranian
urbanism, travelers frequently reported deteriorating infrastructure, inadequate sanitation, narrow streets,
and aging buildings. Seasonal rivers, numerous springs descending from Mount Alvand, and dispersed
cemeteries shaped the physical environment. Despite these challenges, the city maintained significant
architectural traditions adapted to local climatic conditions. Wealthier residences exhibited decorative
brickwork and plaster ornamentation, while indigenous building techniques facilitated environmental
adaptation and thermal comfort. Thus, the urban fabric reflected both economic constraints and enduring
architectural knowledge.

Economic analysis indicates that Hamadan’s prosperity relied upon a combination of agriculture,
trade, manufacturing, and financial services. Fertile surrounding plains supported extensive agricultural
production, including cereals, vegetables, orchards, and livestock-related activities. Leather production
represented one of the city’s most renowned industries, with “Hamadani leather” achieving a reputation
for quality throughout Iran. Commercial exchanges were concentrated within the bazaar, which connected
local producers to regional and international markets. Caravan trade facilitated the circulation of imported
textiles, sugar, glassware, and other goods, while carpets, cotton, leather products, dried fruits, and
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agricultural commodities were exported to external markets. Numerous money changers operated within
the bazaar, effectively performing banking functions and supporting commercial transactions. The
presence of Armenian and Jewish communities also contributed to economic specialization, including
activities related to trade and production.

The findings additionally reveal the emergence of an economy associated with antiquities and
archaeological objects. Owing to Hamadan’s historical association with ancient Ecbatana and its
archaeological significance, local entrepreneurs engaged in the discovery, collection, sale, and
occasionally fabrication of antiquities. European demand for ancient artifacts stimulated a market in which
forged coins and imitation archaeological objects were produced and sold to collectors and travelers.
Travel narratives document sophisticated techniques used to artificially age counterfeit coins and other
objects in order to increase their market value. Activities such as treasure hunting and soil washing were
widespread and generated income for certain groups of residents. These practices demonstrate the
interaction between local economic strategies and global antiquarian interests during the nineteenth
century.

The social structure of Hamadan was marked by substantial ethnic and religious diversity.
Persians, Turks, Kurds, Armenians, and Jews coexisted within distinct residential quarters while
participating in shared economic systems. Occupational specialization among these communities
contributed to economic efficiency and social stability. Jewish residents were particularly active in
commerce and money changing, Kurds participated extensively in animal husbandry, and Turks played
important roles in agriculture. Women contributed significantly to handicraft production, especially carpet
weaving, while artists, calligraphers, and miniature painters enriched the city’s cultural life. This division
of labor strengthened economic resilience and facilitated cooperation among different social groups,
reducing the likelihood of severe communal tensions and reinforcing the city’s multicultural character.

The study demonstrates that Hamadan during the Qajar period was neither a marginal provincial
town nor a passive recipient of external influences. Instead, it functioned as an active regional center
whose significance derived from the interaction of geography, urban structure, and demographic diversity.
Its location at the intersection of major transportation routes transformed the city into a commercial and
strategic hub linking Iran with neighboring regions. Simultaneously, its traditional urban framework
provided the institutional and spatial foundations necessary for economic activity and social interaction.
Although the city experienced physical deterioration and infrastructural deficiencies, it maintained
considerable economic vitality through agriculture, manufacturing, trade, finance, and specialized
commercial activities. The coexistence of multiple ethnic and religious communities further enhanced
economic dynamism by encouraging occupational specialization and complementary economic functions.
Hamadan therefore exemplifies the complex relationship between urban decline and economic resilience
in nineteenth-century Iran. The city’s experience illustrates how strategic location, commercial
adaptability, and social diversity could sustain urban significance despite political instability,
infrastructural weakness, and external pressures.
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