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Abstract

The Caucasus is a mosaic of races, languages, and religions. Shiite Islam has been
one of the main religions in the region since the Safavid era. During the period of
the Iranian Khanates (1747-1828), the state religion of eight out of the nine khanates
that emerged following the death of Nader Shah, the Afsharid ruler, was Twelver
Shiism. However, the structure of the Shiite ecclesiastical hierarchy -including
mujtahid, sheikh al-Islam, akhund, mollah, seyyed, and dervish- has not yet been
clearly defined. This article aims to address this central issue by illustrating the
status and role of the Shi'a clergy in the Iranian Khanates in the south of the
Caucasus. The topic will be explored through a descriptive approach. Accordingly,
this text will first discuss the background of the religious administration of Twelver
Shiism in the region. Then, in four sections-mollahs' education, their tasks, sources
of revenue, and finally their status following the establishment of Russian
sovereignty-it will outline the status and role of the Shi‘a clergy in the south of the
Caucasus.
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Introduction

Studying the Islamic ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Caucasus has been a common
pursuit among both domestic and foreign scholars, though their interests differ
significantly from those of this text. "On the Religious Frontiers: Tsarist Russia and
Islam in the Caucasus" by Firouzeh Mostashari (2006) primarily discusses the
developments of the Shi'a clergy after the 1870s; the status of the clergy during the
time of the Iranian Khanates does not appear to play a principal role in her research.
Javad Morshedloo's "P. Yermolov and His Rule in the Administration of the Russian
Colonial Body in Transcaucasia" examines the influence of Yermolov's habits and
discipline on the establishment of the Russian political authority, administrative
framework, and economic measures in the region; however, the Shi‘a clergy and
related issues receive little attention in his work. Morshedloo's other study, "Russian
Colonization and Shi’ite Islam: Russian Policy toward Shi’ite Muslims of
Transcaucasia (1813-1850), is considerably more focused on the Shi‘a clergy than
his earlier text. This article is enriched with valuable statistical data and offers an in-
depth account of two prominent Shi‘a clerics. Despite these strengths, the article falls
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short to illustrate the Shi'a clergy as a distinct social class and exploring the multiple
dimensions of its existence. Foreign authors tend to emphasize the influence of the
clergy in the Caucasus implies first and foremost the Daghestani Sufis and their
leadership in anti-Russian movements. The few researchers who have explored the
clergy’s role have employed approaches and topics largely distinct from those of the
present article. Amiran Urushadze in The Muslim Elite of the South Caucasus in the
First Half to Mid-19th Century: Between the Tsar, Shah, and Sultan (2024), focuses
on Tsarist policies aimed at dividing the clergy and diminishing their social
influence; however, a full-text version of this work is not available already. It
appears that his study mainly addresses the early period of Tsarist sovereignty in the
region and does not elaborate on the network of the Shiite ecclesiastical mechanism.
Bayram Balci in Between Sunnism and Shiism: Islam in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan
(2004) traces the establishment of Sunni Islam in the northern parts and Shiite Islam
in the southern parts of the present-day territory of the Azerbaijan Republic from the
emergence of Islam, evaluating its effects on the contemporary identity of the Azeri
people. Similarly, Raoul Motika in Islam in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan (2001), offers
brief commentary on the 19th century and Shiism under Tsarist rule, while focusing
primarily on religious renewal in post- Soviet Azerbaijan.

Methodology

The central problem addressed in this article is to elucidate the institution of the
Shiite clergy in its various aspects, including the education, duties, and income of
the mullahs, as well as their participation under Tsarist suzerainty. To characterize
this institution, the text employs a descriptive approach, with each of the
aforementioned aspects examined in a separate section.

Discussion & Findings

More than half of the Muslim population in the southern Caucasus- particularly in
Baku, Shirvan, Gharabagh, Erevan, and Nakhjavan- was consisted of Shiite
communities. This demographic characteristic led to the emergence of an extensive
Shiite ecclesiastical network in the region. The hierarchy of this ecclesiastical
structure was established during the Safavid era and, from top to bottom, included
the Sheikh al-Islam, Ghazi (judge), Imam-e Jomeh (head of Friday prayer), Pish-
Namaz (leader of daily prayers), Motevalli (trustee), and Mo'azzin (the person who
calls to prayer). In terms of scholarly rank, the clergy were classified as Mojtahid,
Mullah, Akhund, Seyyed, and Darvish. During the period of the Iranian Khanates
(1747-1828), individuals nominated to become clergy initially attended their local
maktab and subsequently traveled to cities such as Ardabil, Rasht, Qom, Isfahan,
and Kerman to receive more advanced instruction. Their ultimate destination was
the holy cities of Irag, where they could obtain the degree of Ijtihad. Upon returning
home, these clergy were qualified to hold positions such as judge, teacher, secretary
in the chancery, trustee of pilgrimage and funeral ceremonies, geomancer and
amulet writer. Within the Khanate structure, two types of revenues were allocated to
the Shiite clergy, whose numbers exceeded 700; including their families, their
population did not fall below 3,000. On one hand, they were classified among the
"ma‘afi" classes and were therefore exempt from all taxes and dues. On the other
hand, khans frequently granted the income of a village, farm, or garden to
clergymen. Additionally, the revenues from wagfs (religious endowments) were
generally supervised by the clergy. However, the Shiite clergy in the Caucasus did
not possess the same social and political significance as their Iranian counterparts.
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After the establishment of Russian domination, they gradually adapted to the new
circumstances, and their activities became limited to two main roles: serving as
instructors in maktabs or as judges in religious courts under Russian supervision.

Conclusion

The Shi'a clergy in the Iranian Khanates of the South Caucasus, although an
integrated social stratum, unlike their counterparts in other regions of Iran were not
significant contributors to the governing bodies of their local communities. There
was no formidable network of Shi'a seminaries, endowments, or foundations
throughout the Khanates. Given this environment, talented clergymen typically
settled in major cities of central Iran or in the holy cities of Irag. Local clergy in the
Khanates primarily served as overseers of Sharia based on catechisms or as
bureaucratic agents within the Khan's chancery. Consequently, on the eve of the
Russian occupation of the region, the local Shi'a clergy—who had successfully
maintained the inherited social order for centuries—almost unanimously conformed
themselves with the new order established by the Russian Kafirs (the typical notion
among the clergy to address the non-Muslim people).
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