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Abstract

During the urban conflicts in Tabriz in 1326 AH (1908
AD), bread was the most essential item in the daily
consumption basket of the city's residents. A shortage of
bread led to social unrest, making its provision a crucial
task for local authorities. Proper management and
systematic distribution of bread and grain alleviated public
fear and anxiety, granting political legitimacy to the ruling
powers. Both sides of the conflict sought to use this
necessity against one another. Effective management of
government and feudal grain resources, the grain depot
located in the Arg (Citadel) of the government, and
organized distribution methods were central topics in the
Provincial Council's discussions, aimed at lowering bread
prices and resolving bread supply issues. The autocratic
forces obstructed the delivery of grain to the government
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Arg and pro-constitutional neighborhoods. This study
aims to examine the relationship between the legitimacy
(or lack thereof) of the political system and the provision
of grain and bread to the people of Tabriz during the urban
warfare between the two factions. Using a descriptive and
analytical approach, it seeks to answer the fundamental
question ‘How did the people and local authorities on both
the constitutionalist and autocratic sides perceive the
connection between grain and bread supply and the
legitimacy of political authority?’ The findings indicate
that opponents of constitutionalism attempted to disrupt
the procurement and distribution of bread—especially
during crises—to create shortages and instill fear among
the public. In contrast, the constitutionalists aimed to
enhance the grain and bread supply system, reduce public
anxiety in their supporting neighborhoods, and cause
disruption in the opposing areas to bolster their own
legitimacy.

Keywords: Bread, Political System, Legitimacy, War,
Neighborhoods, Grain.
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Bread and the Civil War in Tabriz during the Minor
Tyranny Period

Extended Abstract

During the urban warfare in Tabriz in 1326 AH (1908 AD), bread was the
most essential commodity in the daily consumption basket of the city’s
residents. Bread shortages led to social unrest, making its provision a critical
necessity for urban authorities; consequently, both sides of the conflict
attempted to exploit this issue to harm one another. The public expected the
government to secure their basic subsistence under all conditions, and they
linked the legitimacy of the political system to the management of grain and
bread. “Legitimacy” in this context refers to the public’s obedience to the
government coupled with their consent and satisfaction. Evidently,
governments strive to be viewed as legitimate and to secure the willing
cooperation of the populace. Proper management of grain and bread, along
with their precise and systematic distribution, alleviated public fear and
anxiety, thereby bolstering the political system’s legitimacy.

This study examines the issues surrounding bread and grain in Tabriz and
their connection to the legitimacy of the political system during the intra-
urban and inter-neighborhood conflicts of the “Minor Tyranny” (Istibdad-e
Saghir) era. Using a descriptive-explanatory approach and relying on library
resources and archival documents, the present study probes into the efforts
of both Constitutionalists and their opponents to manipulate the supply of
grain and bread—between 23™ of Jumada al-Awwal and 17" of Ramadan,
1326 AH (June 23 to October 13, 1908) —to secure their own legitimacy
and delegitimize their rivals. The study seeks to answer the following
question: What actions did the opposing parties take in this regard, and what
were the outcomes? The study assumes that while the absolutists aimed to
maintain the status quo—fearing that landlords, warchouse owners, and
hoarders would suffer losses—constitutionalists, in order to neutralize these
actions, worked to prevent the hoarding of grain.

Although no previous study has independently focused on the use of grain
and bread for legitimacy or delegitimization during the Minor Tyranny,
several studies have addressed the nexus between grain and the political
system. These include Mohammad Mirkiaei’s Bread and Politics (2015),
which discusses the role of cereals in the Naseri era economy; Abdolhossein
Nabhidi-Azar’s Women of Iran in the Constitutional Movement (1981), which
highlights the protests of women against grain hoarding by landowners; the
article “Bread and Justice in Qajar Iran: Moral Economy, Free Market, and
the Hungry Poor” by Stephanie Cronin, which was translated by Alireza Ali-
Sofi and Farshid Norouzi (2020) and interprets bread riots as a rebellion
against the market economy; and Ali Akbar Khedri-Zadeh’s “The Bread
Question in Tehran and Tabriz, From Constitutional Revolution to the end of
the First World War” (1998).
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During the civil war in Tabriz, royalist forces and supporters of autocracy
utilized hunger as a tool to force the Constitutionalists into submission and
to undermine the legitimacy of the revolutionary political system. Tactics
included shutting down mills, blocking water access to the city, and securing
routes to prevent food supplies from reaching constitutionalist-held
neighborhoods. While the opposition sought to cause shortages and panic,
Constitutionalists attempted to gain legitimacy by improving the grain and
bread distribution system and alleviating the concerns of the residents in
their controlled areas. Proper management of state and landlord grain, the
stockpiling of grain in the Ark, and systematic distribution methods were
central to the plans and negotiations of Constitutionalists and the Provincial
Council of Azerbaijan.

As the urban warfare intensified, the poor faced famine conditions. Some
foreign newspapers called for international intervention, and the situation
became dire as women were assaulted and supply caravans were looted by
royalist forces. The findings of this study show that the majority of Tabriz
residents blamed the royalist tribal cavalry and the absolutists for these
hardships. Consequently, the Mujahideen launched bold operations to break
the siege and reopen supply routes. Ultimately, the creation of famine and
hunger not only failed to assist the absolutists in fostering chaos but instead
led to their notoriety, facilitating victory and the attainment of legitimacy for
the Constitutionalists. Finally, the urban conflict ended with the joy and
celebration of many residents.

Kevwords: Bread, Political System, Legitimacy, War, Neighborhoods,
Grain.



