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Abstract

Archival documents are primary sources that give historical research greater legitimacy by al-
lowing scholars to critique, evaluate, and refine historical narratives. The present study considers
archival documents and archival centers not just as research materials but also as research topics in
themselves. By emphasizing selected data and historical accounts preserved in the Persian docu-
ments of the “Center for Compilation, Documentation, and Publication of Najaf al-Ashraf” and
through a quantitative review and analysis of their different categories, the study investigates the
impact and importance that these materials could have on enriching the research on contempo-
rary history with regard to Iran and Iraq.

Purpose: The objective of this paper is to explain the value of the Persian documents kept in the
Najaf al-Ashraf Center for promoting modern Iranian and Iraqi history research, underlining
some historical data included within these records.

Method and Research Design: this paper uses a quantitative method in combination with a de-
scriptive-analytical approach, based on 4,411 Persian document titles listed in Dalll al-Vatha'iq
al-FarsTyah.

Findings and Conclusion: The findings show that the Persian documents of the Najaf Center
encompass varied and rich information concerning the history of Iranian-Ottoman relations; reli-
gious competition between Shi‘i and Sunni communities; living conditions of Iranian subjects and
pilgrims in the Holy Shrines; interactions and conflicts among Iranian residents in Iraq; demo-
graphic information about Iranians living in the Holy Shrines; and the presence and influence of
the Iranian state and Iranian clerics in the region during the late Qajar period.

Keywords: Najaf al-Ashraf; Archival Documents; Holy Shrines; Dalil al-Vatha'iq al-FarsTyah;
Qajar.
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Introduction

Archival documents are among the most important and reliable sources for any
historian, adding extensive depth and credibility to historical research. Although
substantive materials related to Iranian history are well-preserved in domestic archives,
such as the National Library and Archives of Iran, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Archive, the Parliament Library and Archive, and the Astan Quds Razavi Library,
many precious Persian documents have remained in foreign repositories, such as those
in Turkey, Russia, Britain, France, and Najaf. These collections are an important source
of information regarding Iran's diplomatic relations, activities and status of Iranians
abroad, experiences of Iranian pilgrims and travelers, and larger cultural and social
exchanges.

In this context, the archival collections in the Najaf Center for Compilation,
Documentation, and Publishing play a significant role. Their Persian and Arabic
records cover a broad spectrum of documents on scholars, local inhabitants, regional
socio-political situations, and relations between Iran and the Ottoman Empire.
Accessing data from this center and other similar institutions allows historians to
conduct more accurate studies concerning not only political, social, and cultural but
also religious history, both of Iran in particular and of its interaction with neighboring
areas in general.

The center maintains a vast amount of archival sources: political, administrative,
and religious documents; literary works; correspondence; newspapers; poetry books;
journals; decrees; documents in regards to property; seals; commemorations; and all
sorts of historical documentation. Most of such records come from personal collections
and some big families in Najaf, apart from international archives. Keen not to limit
itself to the source materials supplied by Ottoman, Iranian, and British archives, the
Center has drawn materials from private libraries and educational institutions as
well, thereby offering a comprehensive portrait about the historical and social map of
Najaf and adjacent regions. Access to a broad spectrum of materials-including fatwas
and records of scholarly political and religious activities-provides an opportunity for
the users at the center to reconstruct and analyze regional dynamics with increased

accuracy and depth.
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Materials and Methods

This paper uses a combination of quantitative analysis and a descriptive-analytical
approach to understand the value and importance of the Persian documents at the
Najaf Center. The quantitative method enables a systematized consideration of the
volume and range of documents, while the descriptive-analytical method allows for
an examination of their content, historical narratives, and embedded data. The two
methods combined in this research address the objective in understanding how these
documents can provide supplementation to studies on modern Iranian and Iraqi

history and help highlight some rather remarkable historical accounts.

This research is based on the catalog of Persian documents published in Dalil al-Vatha'iq
al-Farsiyah, which contains 4,411 entries. These records fall within the period 1317-
1332 AH / 1278-1293 SH, representing a focused temporal framework for studying
developments in a particular period of modern history. The nature of the documents
included in this study falls within several broad categories: political-administrative
materials, financial records, religious and judicial documents, social records, medical
documents, and journals. Each of the categories includes several themes, making
possible the extraction of detailed historical information by way of thematic analysis.
This integrated methodological framework has thus allowed the study to systematically
assess the breadth and depth of the documents to establish a sound foundation for

generating valid insights into Iranian history.

Results and Discussion

The archival materials encompass a wide thematic range. Political-administrative
documents contain information on border disputes, official and unofficial
correspondence, administrative appointments, and matters related to Iranian nationals
abroad. Financial records include salaries, expenditures, taxes, pensions, and payables
to religious institutions that reflect Iran's administrative and religious presence in
the region. Religious and judicial documents include fatwas, certificates, wills, and

jurisprudential permissions, which indicate how religious authority and legal practice
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were intertwined. Social documents speak about pilgrimages, travel conditions, road
safety, and the challenges facing travelers; they form some sort of window through
which insight into the lived experiences of Iranians may be obtained while navigating
regional dynamics. Medical documents include information on the outbreak of diseases,
quarantine measures, treatments, and the transport of corpses, shedding light on public
health concerns and the vulnerabilities of pilgrims and residents.

Financial materials are the biggest group of documents, especially those related to the
payments for lighting and maintenance of religious sites and tombs, and also stipends
and salaries of officials. These records emphasize Iran's role in managing the religious
institutions and sustaining its religious and cultural influence in the region.

The pilgrimage documents reflect the intensive presence of Iranians in Najaf, Mecca,
and Medina during this period. They provide data on travel routes, risks involved, and
the impact of the Iran-Ottoman border policies on the conditions that the pilgrims
faced. Political-administrative materials, along with other categories, yield valuable
information about regional diplomatic affairs, the behavior of Ottoman officials, Iranian
involvement in political and religious matters, and the overall history of the period.
The recurring themes in these documents include the large population of Iranians
residing in Holy Shrines, the influence of the Iranian clerics and students in religious
and social affairs, and the impact brought about by the recurring epidemics and the
quarantines imposed in response. These records document such issues as insecurity,
forced conscription into the Ottoman army, restrictions on marriage and citizenship,
the spread of diseases, and the hardship caused by prolonged quarantines. The repeated
appearance of some personalities, including custodians of shrines, caretakers responsible
for lighting, and prominent figures, may indicate the direction of further biographical
and prosopographical research in order to give more detailed information about their

role in the contemporary events.

Conclusion
A combined quantitative and qualitative analysis of the Persian documents preserved

at the Najaf Center reveals their exceptional value for reconstructing modern Iranian
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history, particularly with respect to Iran-Ottoman relations and the status of Iranian
subjects in Iraq. These materials reflect a form of transnational presence and soft power
exercised by the Qajar state in the Holy Shrines, maintained through custodians, agents,
clerics, and scholars active in political and social affairs. Taken together, the political,
financial, legal, social, and medical dimensions of these documents illuminate manifold
facets of state performance and migrant life. Records about salaries, pilgrimage, public
health, and the transfer of corpses provide evidence for Iran's active role in securing
the safety, health, and rights of its subjects outside its borders. For scholarship, these
documents represent serious possibilities for interdisciplinary research in the fields of
religious diplomacy, social history, and legal studies. They describe the Iran-Ottoman
religious and political rivalry, the role of Shi‘i clerics in shaping a transnational religious—
political sphere, and the responses of the Qajar state to crises such as epidemics,
insecurity, and foreign aggression. These documents, therefore, offer a rich basis on
which to reinterpret Iranian history from the angle of cross-border interactions and the

everyday experiences of Iranian emigrants.
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