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Politics and Urban Life in Pre-Colonial Southern Caucasia:
The Case of Shamakht in 18" Century
(The Role of Politics inShamakhi Urban Life Development inthe 18t Century)

JavadMorshedloo”
Abstract

The social life ofSouthern Caucasus in pre-colonial period is a less-studied
subject that still calls for academic attention. Current studies on this subject
focused mostly on tsarist and soviet periods and paid less attention to the
problems of traditional life of the region. One interesting aspect of the
Caucasian social life in the period in question is its pre-colonial urban life.
According to the certain historical evidence, Southern Caucasia enjoyed a
prosperous urban life for a long period. Many urban centers such as
Barda'ah, Tiflis, Shamakhi, Ganjeh and Darband were home to a
considerable population and enjoyed a prosperous domestic economy. This
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favorable situation continued generally until the 18" century. But, 18"
century was a period of decay during which many urban centers of the
region lost their previous prosperity and experienced a frustrating process.
On the eve of Russian conquest of Southern Caucasia, many of these urban
centers were transformed into faded towns with a small and scattered
population losing their social integration. This situation seems to be an
important factor for understanding the Caucasians reaction to the Russian
colonial policy toward the region.

One important urban center of Southern Caucasia in precolonial period was
Shamakhi. For many centuries, this Islamic city was the political center of
Sharwanshéah local dynasty. This situation not only continued after the
elimination of the dynasty by the Safavids, but its social vitality and
economic importance increased considerably in the course of 17" century.
Many European travelogues contain eyewitness reports of the social,
economic and physical grandeur of the city in the Safavid period. Based on
these reports, it could be said that Shamakhi was a typical Iranian city with
several mosques, bazars, caravanserais, and other elements of Islamic
urbanization. Surprisingly enough, this important urban center of Southern
Caucasia experienced its most dramatic growth in economic and social life
on the eve of 18" century; the period that- as mentioned before- witnessed
a process of decline and frustration both in social and economic grounds.

With this in mind, the present paper aimed to prepare an explanation of the
causes behind this frustrating process. Focusing on the situation of
Shamakhias,the main urban center in the Eastern part of Southern
Caucasia, it attempts to explain how an urban prosperity could be
victimizedby the political insecurity and frustrating social war. This study
was based mainly on materials, which were gleaned from multi-language
sources in the form of travelogue, and chronicles. Archival documents were
also used in a limited volume and in published form. In terms of
methodology, this study approached the subject from a social perspective
and used the microhistory method. It concentrated on the historical
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situation of Shamakhi, which was a typical urban center of Southern
Caucasia, and tried to explain the relationship between political insecurity
and the fate of a pre-modern urban society. The importance of Shamakhi
in Safavid period, the considerable volume of historical data that dealtwith
this city and the dramatic decline of its urbanism are among the reasons of
its election. At the same time, it seems that the case of Shamakhi could be
useful to explain the situation of the other cities of Southern Caucasia. This
study was organized into three parts: the first part dealtwith the historical
situation of Shamakhiin the Safavid period;the second part focused on the
historical developments of Shamakhi in early 18" century; and, the last
part, traced the decaying process during which this main urban center of
precolonial Southern Caucasia became a depopulated and destroyed place.
As the results show,the administrative policies, and political insecurity
played crucial roles in this decaying process.

Keywords: Caucasus, Safavid state, Shamakhi, Shirwan, Nadir Shah,
urban life.
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