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Abstract

Since the Safavid Dynasty was established the reactions of the Shia clerics were
divided, some cooperated with the government and became dependent on it, while
others stayed independent. We may call the two, the Isfahan school of thought and the
Atabat school of thought respectively. Each school was represented by the Shia ulama
(scholars) whose scholarly relations, pupils, and followers combined together formed
the collections and networks which made the background upon which their social
capital was based. The two schools compared here each were active in their part in
different periods of time. Thus comparing and contrasting them in this research does not
mean that they were contemporary. Rather the Atabat school took its turn roughly one
century after the Isfahan school. What distinguishes the two schools from each other
refers to their approach and thoughts regarding how they had to interact with the central
government in power. In available literature, lots of research has been done from
different viewpoints on the causes and reasons behind the defeat of the Safavis and the
Qajar governments in the two incidents. However, this research attempts to make an
original contribution to the field by comparing the two and investigating how the ulama
in each case managed to employ the social capital for public mobilization against the

enemy. The main question is how the clerics belonging to the two schools employed
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their social capital during the crises of the Fall of Isfahan and the Russo-Iranian Wars?
And why?

Keywords: Social Capital, The Shia Clergy, Dependence on the State, Independence
from the State, the Fall of Isfahan, the Russo-Iranian Wars.

Introduction

This research is concentrated on the clergy’s mobilization power and does not go further
to assess positive or negative impacts of such mobilizations. It is hypothesized here that
the Isfahan school failed in using their social capital for its mobilization project, because
the essence of social capital is based on civil and voluntary social activities independent
from the state, and given the fact that the Isfahan school was formed with direct help
and support of the Safavid state and gradually became dependent on it, the Safavid
ulama couldn’t use their social capital to save the dynasty from collapse. However, a
century later the ulama of the Atabat school were successful in using their social capital
and mobilizing people to the fronts by issuing a fatwa for defensive jihad in the case of

Russo-Iranian Wars exactly because of their independence from the state..

Materials & Methods

Structuration method suggested by Anthony Giddens which simultaneously gives share
to both structures and agents is applied as the research method. Given the two situations
in the Fall of Isfahan and Russo-Iranian Wars, the structures that are considered in this
research are related to the hierarchy in the government and the clergy, while the agents
are those ulama who were involved in each case. In this comparative historical study,
we shall analyze and contrast the two sets of structures and agents to understand how
they affected each other in each case.

Discussion & Result

The findings suggest how in each case the structures and agents were important. During
the Fall of Isfahan, the clerics could not use their social capital and their reaction was

silence and stayed inactive.

Conclusion

This outcome was a result of some religious and political structural factors such as the
supremacy of the Akhbari (Literalist) thought and the inaccessibility of the ulama who
were located in the royal court, and also their independence in their political decision
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making hand in hand with some agents’ reactions who based on their political
affiliations did not issue a fatwa for jihad. However, the clerics of Atabat employed
their social capital during the Russo-Iranian Wars and issued a fatwa for jihad, thanks to
both religious and political structures and also agents’ preferences, and their mass
mobilization became astonishingly successful. The structures that helped the Atabat
ulama were the Usuli (Principalist) thought which became prevalent in the place of the
Akhbari one and made the network of the mujtahid and followers more expanded and
coherent. In addition, their accessibility for the public because of the fact that their
offices were totally accessible to the people from all walks of the society without any
constraint. Finally, the fact that Atabat ulama were free from any limitations from the

state in their political decision making made them successful.
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