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Abstract

This study focuses on historical moments neglected by conventional historiography,
particularly bread riots during the Naseri era (1227-1274 AH/1848-1896 CE),
triggered by economic crises like famine and bread shortages. Orientalist narratives
often dismiss these uprisings as mere hunger-driven outbursts with negligible
historical impact. However, their persistence, diverse social coalitions, and
significant socio-political consequences necessitate re-examination. This research
investigates: the causes of these riots, the social groups involved, and their broader
outcomes. Drawing on E.P. Thompson’s moral economy and Edmund Burke’s
social history frameworks, we analyze concepts such as justice-seeking, the clergy’s
pivotal role, the participation of diverse social strata, and the resultant political and
social transformations. Employing a historical-documentary method, findings
indicate that the riots were driven by famine, rulers’ mismanagement, Islamic
cultural values, and justice-oriented traditions. Key outcomes include organized
uprisings through alliances among women, lutis, clergy, and lower classes, the
establishment of popular councils and associations, shifts in local governance, and

the emergence of heightened political consciousness. These protests laid critical
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groundwork for the modern political subject, challenging simplistic interpretations

and highlighting their role in shaping Iran’s socio-political evolution.

Keywords: Bread Riots, Orientalism, Moral Economy, Justice, Political Subjectivity.

Introduction

Certain historical events cannot be adequately explained or interpreted through
conventional historiographical approaches, particularly those influenced by the
Orientalist paradigm. When relying on these traditional frameworks, one is often
compelled to overlook numerous historical moments. One such recurring moment in
19th-century Iran (13th century AH) is the phenomenon of bread riots. These events
hold significance for several reasons. First, their temporal precedence relative to
formal and widespread reforms, such as the Constitutional Revolution. Second, the
frequency of these riots and uprisings throughout history underscores their historical
importance; they are not isolated incidents but rather recurrent phenomena indicative
of broader historical dynamics. Finally, these riots and uprisings originate primarily
from economic grievances.

The aim of this study is to move beyond the theoretical impasses arising from
conventional historical narratives and the Orientalist paradigm. It should be noted

that the authors do not seek to outright reject Western theories. Research Questions:

1. Were the bread riots during the period under study solely driven by economic
factors, or did moral (e.g., justice-seeking) and cultural (e.g., defense of

traditions and values) dimensions influence their formation?
2. Which social groups and strata participated in these riots?

3. What were the consequences of the bread riots for the relationship between the
people and the state?

Among historical studies, particularly those concerning Iran, these events have
largely been overlooked. Rahmanian and Mirkiaei (1392) examined the impact of
bread riots on state-society relations during the Naseri era. Similarly, Rahmanian
and Mirkiaei (1393) explored the effects of drought and famine on land ownership
in Naseri-era Iran. Their findings indicate that, with the decline of handicraft
industries and reduced silk exports during the Naseri period, Iran’s economy became

heavily dependent on agriculture.
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Materials and Methods

The research employs a historical-documentary method, drawing on primary and
secondary historical sources, prior studies, and, in some sections, statistical analyses
to collect data. The unit of analysis is the bread riots and uprisings triggered by
shortages or famines of bread. The temporal scope of the study is the 19th century
CE (13th century AH), with a primary focus on the Naseri era (1227-1274 AH,
corresponding to 1848—1896 CE) under Nasser al-Din Shah Qajar, as this period
witnessed the most significant protests.

Discussion and Results

The overarching approach of this study is grounded in E.P. Thompson’s moral
economy framework. This approach emphasizes the cultural and moral contexts that
shape collective action and protests. Thus, while initial economic triggers such as
famine or inadequate livelihoods are significant, they alone do not fully explain the
organization of popular protests against the state. The legitimizing framework,
rooted in the reciprocal duties between the state and the people, derives from the
specific moral and cultural ethos of each society. Consequently, the legitimacy of
protest and resistance, as understood through these theoretical and customary
traditions, is a critical factor.

In conventional historiography, influenced by the Orientalist paradigm, these
riots, protests, and events have been marginalized and understudied. These incidents
have played a significant role in the evolution of historical thought and
transformations in social structures. Such historiography can be termed "abstract
history," as it omits real social forces, the role of material and objective structures,
collective actors, and diverse social groups, reducing history to a linear, univocal,
and uncontradictory narrative.

As evidenced by the findings, the causes of these riots include necessary
conditions such as famine, drought, inflation, and the incompetence or
mismanagement of rulers, as well as sufficient and structuring factors such as the
moral and traditional values prevalent in society. Notably, justice-seeking and
popular conceptions of justice, tied to the ruler’s duty to uphold it, stem from the
customary and Islamic culture of the society. Socially, these riots were characterized
by a coalition of various urban lower classes, including women, soldiers, and lutis
(urban toughs), supported by middle-class and influential groups such as the clergy,

merchants, and urban traders. The political consequences of these riots include
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changes in governance practices, such as the replacement of local rulers, the
formation of popular councils (e.g., justice funds), and the emergence of political

awareness among the populace.

Conclusion

The frequency of these protests and the collaboration among diverse social strata
fostered an awareness among the people that alternative political structures and
state-society relations were possible. The modern political subject was, in fact,
taking shape through these prolonged protests and conflicts between the people and
the state. Undoubtedly, these riots contributed to the formation of the Constitutional
Revolution and its social foundations. In essence, these extended protests and the
contentious space between the state and the people were instrumental in shaping the
modern political subject, transforming state-society relations, and laying the

groundwork for political modernity.
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