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Abstract

Child marriage has generally been discussed only-marginally “within
studies of marriage customs, women’s status, and.family relations. in
Qajar Iran, rather than as an independent phenomenon shaped by diverse
social logics. This study examines the social, economic, and kinship
mechanisms underlying early marriage ‘and compares their operation
among the tribal and. ethnic communities ‘of Qajar Iran. Adopting a
comparative social-historical perspective,. the research employs a
descriptive-analytical method based on documentary evidence, including
travel accounts, memoirs;. historical reports, and relevant scholarly
studies. The findings show that child marriage was neither homogeneous
nor attributable to a single _cause. Instead, it functioned as a social
institution._ embedded.in-_Kinship organization, subsistence economy,
bridewealth, polygyny, labor demands, tribal cohesion, and demographic
reproduction.._ Although early marriage was widespread, its forms and
underlying motivations differed according to local economic conditions,
family authority, women’s productive roles, and tribal institutions. The
study argues that child marriage should be understood not merely as a
cultural tradition but as part of the broader mechanisms through which
social, economic,“and kinship orders were reproduced in Qajar Iran's
tribal and ethnic communities.
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Introduction

Child marriage was a defining feature of family formation in many tribal
and ethnic communities of Qajar Iran, yet it has rarely been examined as
an independent historical phenomenon. Existing studies have primarily
interpreted early marriage as a cultural tradition or discussed it within
broader analyses of women, family, and kinship, overlooking the
structural diversity underlying marital practices across different
communities. This study argues that child marriage. was a
multidimensional social institution embedded in economic' production,
kinship organization, demographic reproduction;. and. tribal _solidarity
rather than merely a cultural custom. Its persistence reflected the
interaction of family authority, labor.demands; bridewealth, inheritance
strategies, and political alliances, although the. significance of these
factors varied among communities. Accordingly, this research
comparatively examines the social logics-of child marriage among the
Lurs and Bakhtiaris, Kurds, Turkic-speaking groups, Turkmens, and
Baluchis from the early Qajar.period to the Constitutional Revolution. It
seeks to explain_ how differences in economic organization, Kkinship
systems, and tribal institutions produced distinct patterns of early
marriage.instead of a single, uniform model.

Materials & Methods

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative historical
approach within the framework of social history. Data were collected
through documentary and library research using Persian and foreign
travel accounts, memoirs, local chronicles, historical reports,
demographic studies, and scholarly works on marriage customs and tribal
organization in Qajar Iran. To minimize the limitations of individual
narratives, evidence from multiple independent sources was
systematically compared and critically evaluated. The data were
classified according to key analytical dimensions, including marriage
age, family authority, kinship organization, bridewealth, women’s
economic roles, household production, and polygyny. Comparative
analysis was then employed to identify both common patterns and
structural differences among the selected tribal and ethnic communities,



emphasizing the interaction of local economic conditions, Kinship
systems, and tribal institutions rather than ethnicity alone.

Discussion & Results

The findings demonstrate that child marriage in Qajar Iran cannot be
explained by a single cultural tradition. Rather, it emerged from the
interaction of economic organization, kinship systems, family authority,
and customary institutions, with notable variation among tribal and ethnic
communities. Among the Lurs and Bakhtiaris, childhood engagement
primarily reinforced family cohesion and-tribal alliances. Although
Bakhtiari women played substantial roles in pastoral ‘and agricultural
production, marriage decisions remained under the authority of senior
family members. Historical evidence also indicates a gradual increase in
marriage age among some Bakhtiari families during the late Qajar period,
while childhood engagement continued to be widely practiced.

Among the Kurds, early marriage was:closely associated with lineage
preservation, tribal solidarity, and family honor. Engagement at an early
age strengthened alliances between families; whereas elders exercised
decisive authority _over spouse selection. In Turkic-speaking
communities, marriage practices varied regionally. Some groups
discouraged the marriage “of wvery young. girls, whereas in others
patriarchal family structures, bridewealth, and economic considerations
encouraged early marriage and reinforced social and political ties within
tribal networks.

The Turkmens displayed distinctive marriage practices in which
bridewealth “played«< a central role. Marriage negotiations involved
significant economic exchanges, making daughters important
components of household strategies for wealth redistribution and alliance
formation. Among the Baluchis, early marriage was similarly embedded
in tribal organization but was further shaped by demographic insecurity,
geographic isolation, and concerns for preserving family honor.

The comparative analysis reveals several common patterns. Marriage
decisions were largely controlled by parents and senior relatives rather
than by the children themselves, reflecting the priority of collective
family interests over individual choice. Marriage also served to
strengthen kinship ties, preserve tribal cohesion, and sustain productive
households. Despite women's substantial contributions to pastoral and
agricultural production, their economic participation rarely translated into
greater autonomy in marital decision-making.



At the same time, important differences distinguished these communities.
Bridewealth was particularly influential among the Turkmens, productive
labor assumed greater importance among the Lurs and Bakhtiaris, while
lineage preservation and tribal honor were more prominent among the
Kurds and Baluchis. These findings demonstrate that child marriage
represented a flexible social institution that adapted to local economic
conditions, kinship organization, demographic circumstances, and tribal
institutions rather than reflecting a uniform cultural practice.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that child marriage in the tribal and ethnic
communities of Qajar Iran was a multidimensional.social institution
rather than a uniform cultural tradition. Its persistence reflected the
interaction of kinship systems, family authority, subsistence .economy,
bridewealth, demographic considerations, and tribal cohesion, although
the relative importance of these factors.varied across communities. By
adopting a comparative historical perspective, the study challenges
monocausal interpretations of early marriage and highlights the
significance of structural diversity in explaining marital practices. These
findings contribute to the social historiography of Qajar Iran by providing
a broader framework for understanding the relationships among family,
economy, gender, and tribal organization. Future research may further
enrich this perspective through regional archives, marriage contracts, and
local documentary sources:
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