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Qanat diggers, as specialists in constructing qanats and supplying water in
arid climates, played an unparalleled role in sustaining agriculture and the
development of Khorasan. This article examines the status, functions, and
characteristics of the social and cultural life of Khorasani qanat diggers
during the eventful Qajar era. Relying on a historical-analytical research
method and using library and archival sources, the primary objective of this
study is to explore how this vital profession was organized, how its
practitioners interacted with other social groups, and how their skills and
beliefs were reflected in the fabric of Khorasani social and cultural life. The
findings indicate that Khorasani qanat diggers, despite numerous
occupational hardships and risks, possessed profound technical skills and
indigenous knowledge that rendered them a key element in the water-based
economy and livelihood systems of Qajar society. Their social life was
characterized by strong intra-group relations, complex interactions with
landowners and farmers, and an active role in resolving water-related
disputes. From a cultural perspective, their beliefs, distinctive customs and
rituals, rich oral culture (including unique stories and terminology), and
participation in water-related festivals and ceremonies formed an inseparable
part of their collective identity. Using descriptive and analytical methods, this
article seeks to illuminate the overlooked dimensions of the lives of ganat
diggers, offering a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of their
role in the development of Iran’s hydraulic civilization and the socio-cultural
fabric of Qajar-era Khorasan. This, in turn, contributes to a better
understanding of the region’s social and economic history.

Keywords: Social history of Khorasan; Social history of the Qajar period;
Social history of qanats; Qanat diggers; Qanat.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The qganat system has long been regarded as one of the most remarkable hydrological and
engineering innovations of the Iranian plateau, serving as the backbone of agricultural productivity,
urban settlement, and ecological sustainability across arid regions. Within this hydraulic civilization, the
figure of the moganni—the qanat digger—emerges as both a technical specialist and a cultural actor
whose labor shaped not only landscapes but also social relations and collective identities. The Qajar
period (1796-1925), marked by substantial political, economic, and demographic transformations,
provides a crucial historical stage for investigating the role of these specialists, particularly in Khorasan
where climatic constraints and agricultural dependence on subterranean water systems intensified the
importance of ganats. Previous research has explored the broader socioeconomic context of Qajar
society and the evolution of qanats as a technological system, yet the specific social and cultural world
of Khorasani gqanat diggers remains understudied. Studies on Qajar social values, such as Baghdadi and
Kateb (2023), examine changing social norms but rarely address occupational groups like the moqanni.
Similarly, analyses of public life in Khorasan drawn from press archives (Jahani & Bayat, 2023)
illuminate living conditions, security concerns, and economic participation but omit specialized
technical communities. Even historical and geographical studies on ganats in Khorasan (Parniyani &
Ghashang, 2023) focus primarily on the evolution of hydrological infrastructure without thoroughly
exploring the laboring communities who built and maintained it. Against this scholarly backdrop, the
present study seeks to reconstruct the social, occupational, and cultural life of Khorasani qanat diggers
in the Qajar period, situating them within the broader matrix of regional history, hydraulic engineering,
and indigenous knowledge systems.

The profession of moganni—defined in classical and modern lexicons as a specialist in locating,
excavating, and maintaining underground water channels—constituted a highly skilled and structured
occupation. Linguistic sources such as Nafisi’s Farhang (1964) identify moganni as “one who knows
the positions of water in the earth” (p. 3464), while earlier lexicographical works like Shaghaghi
Garmrudi’s Borhan Jame (1881) list related terms such as “ahtinbar,” “chah-juy,” and “naqab-kon,”
demonstrating the wide vernacular vocabulary associated with water extraction. The distinction between
the abshenas (water-knower), whose expertise lay in theoretical identification of subterranean water, and
the moganni, who executed the physical work of excavation, further highlights the sophisticated
knowledge hierarchy embedded within the ganat system (Jawalighi, 2019). Ethnographic and technical
studies confirm that this profession included a complex division of labor—ranging from master diggers
to assistants responsible for tool handling, soil extraction, and shaft management—organized into
cohesive work units known as a charkh-e moganni (Safinejad, 2017). The highly technical nature of the
occupation required knowledge of geology, soil texture, hydrology, and precise engineering
calculations. Historical accounts verify that such expertise developed over thousands of years through
experiential learning and intergenerational transmission of tacit knowledge. Moreover, geographical
surveys of traditional irrigation systems in the region (Karimian-Bajestani, 1990) demonstrate that
Khorasan’s harsh environmental conditions—featuring hard bedrock, saline soils, and deep aquifers—
demanded exceptional technical proficiency from local diggers, distinguishing them from their
counterparts in other Iranian regions.

AY



This study further demonstrates that the social life of Khorasani ganat diggers in the Qajar era
was shaped by their constant interaction with landowners, farmers, urban authorities, and tribal groups
who depended on their expertise for agricultural sustainability and settlement viability. Historical
analyses of Iranian hydraulic civilization (Barhamand, 2008) describe qanats as the infrastructural basis
for economic and demographic expansion, making the moganni indispensable to regional development.
In Khorasan, a province characterized by vast distances, scattered villages, and fluctuating climate
patterns, qanat systems formed the primary source of irrigation for cereals, cotton, orchards, and
subsistence crops (Kavehzadeh, 2005). The diggers’ responsibility for maintaining the delicate balance
between water supply and agricultural demand often elevated them to mediators in water-related
disputes, especially in densely populated urban centers such as Mashhad where multiple communities
relied on shared water channels. Ethnographic observations from Jamali (1975) emphasize the centrality
of gqanat maintenance cycles to the continuity of rural and urban livelihoods, suggesting that moqannis
held a quasi-administrative role within the water economy. The Qajar period’s recurring droughts and
periodic climatic instabilities increased their importance, as only experienced diggers could restore
collapsed shafts, redirect subterranean flows, or revitalize abandoned gqanats, thus preventing crop
failure, famine, and mass migration. Travel accounts and historical documents from the time note that
these specialists were often treated with respect and regarded as bearers of life-sustaining knowledge
(Rahmanian & Marzaie, 2013), a perception reinforced by the physical danger and technical difficulty
inherent in their work.

In addition to its socioeconomic dimensions, the profession of ganat digging embodied a rich
cultural universe that shaped identities, rituals, and local knowledge systems across Khorasan. Cultural
geographers have illustrated how water infrastructure influences symbolic and ritual life in Iranian
communities (Sadeghizadeh Bafandeh et al., 2020). Likewise, oral traditions documented in Iranian
environmental ethnography (Kordvani, 1998) contain numerous proverbs, narratives, and ritual practices
centered on the dangers and heroism of subterranean labor. This study reveals that Khorasani mogannis
participated in seasonal ceremonies linked to agricultural cycles, contributed to local storytelling
traditions, and transmitted specialized terminologies that enriched the region’s linguistic heritage. The
spatial organization of settlements further reflects their cultural imprint: neighborhoods, shrines, and
communal spaces often formed around qanat outlets, with architectural layouts shaped by water
channels that supplied households, public baths, and caravanserais (Labaf Khaniki & Samsar Yazdi,
2015). The presence of underground shafts, ventilation towers, and surface canals became visual
symbols of human ingenuity and community resilience. Moreover, as Parniyani and Ghashang (2023)
note, the cultural productions surrounding qanats—songs, tales, and social customs—represent a corpus
of indigenous knowledge that linked environmental adaptation to cultural expression. The moqanni, as
the central actor in this hydraulic world, embodied the intersection of technical mastery and cultural
meaning, shaping not only the physical environment but also local cosmologies and collective memory.

The study also highlights the significant challenges facing mogqannis, whose labor involved
severe occupational hazards and socioeconomic uncertainty. Geological instability, risk of tunnel
collapse, exposure to toxic gases, and constant underground work in darkness made ganat digging one of
the most dangerous professions of the premodern Middle East. Environmental accounts such as those of
Kordvani (1998) describe oxygen depletion and sudden collapses as frequent causes of injury and death.
Additional challenges included navigating complex geological formations, unexpected saline water
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sources, and technical setbacks that could jeopardize months of work (Safinejad, 2017). Economically,
the costs of excavation were substantial, and compensation was often inconsistent or subject to disputes,
leaving diggers vulnerable despite their indispensable role. Climatic pressures intensified these
difficulties, as recurrent droughts during the Qajar period caused water table decline, rendering some
ganats unproductive and depriving diggers of seasonal employment opportunities (Rahmanian &
Marzaie, 2013). Yet, despite these hardships, historical and ethnographic evidence consistently portrays
mogannis as resilient specialists whose endurance and technical insight maintained the functioning of
Iran’s oldest water management system.

In conclusion, the extended examination of Khorasani ganat diggers in the Qajar era underscores
their multidimensional role as economic agents, cultural carriers, and technical experts who sustained
life in one of Iran’s most water-limited regions. Their labor shaped settlement patterns, agricultural
cycles, and cultural traditions, revealing the deep interdependence between environmental adaptation
and social organization. By reconstructing their social world, this study not only fills a major
historiographical gap but also highlights the enduring relevance of indigenous hydraulic knowledge for
understanding past and present water management challenges.
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