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Abstract

Throughout its history, Kurdistan has served as a locus of coexistence and
interaction among diverse ethnic groups, religions, and sects. Although Jews
constituted a small segment of the region’s population, they played a significant role
in its social and economic developments. Improvements in their social conditions
and legal status facilitated broader participation in trade, commerce, and regional
economic networks, even as their activities remained continually shaped by relations
with the central government, interactions with foreign states, and ties to the Muslim
majority in the area. Drawing on archival sources and historical data, this study
adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to examine the economic activities of
Kurdistan’s Jews from the Constitutional Revolution to the end of Reza Shah’s
reign, analyzing the factors behind their successes or constraints. The findings reveal
that Kurdistan’s Jews succeeded in establishing a robust position within the regional
economy, emerging as prominent merchants in commercial networks spanning Iran,
the Ottoman Empire, and Mesopotamia. Their selection of occupations with lower

social sensitivity, adept management of structural limitations, and strategic
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capitalization on emerging opportunities stand out as the primary drivers of their
economic achievements.

Keywords: Kurdistan, Jews, Qajar, First Pahlavi, economic activity.

Introduction

The Jewish communities of Iranian Kurdistan, whose primary centers were located
in Sanandaj, Bijar, and Saqqez, occupied a distinctive social and economic position
within the urban and regional fabric. Their livelihoods were shaped by a confluence
of factors, ranging from religious restrictions to the mountainous geography and the
fluctuating relations between local Kurdish rulers and the central government.
During the Qajar era, the enforcement of discriminatory regulations, such as
prohibitions on entering certain “impure” occupations, severely limited their access
to government positions. Nevertheless, these very constraints fostered the
development of specialized skills and resilient livelihood networks. This study
examines the historical evolution of the economic activities of Kurdistan’s Jews,
situating it within the broader context of Iran’s economic transformations and

intercommunal relations from the nineteenth century to the early twentieth century.

Materials and Methods

The research is grounded in a historical-analytical method and relies on archival
documents. Primary sources include files held at the National Archives of Iran
(SAKMA and KAMAN collections), reports from the Ministry of Finance, and
contemporary newspapers such as Kawkab-i Iran, Majlis, and Ra‘d. Secondary
sources include travelogues by Polak, Rabino, and Nikitin, ethnographic reports, and
economic studies pertaining to Iran. Data were thematically categorized to construct
an overview of Kurdish Jewish occupations and their relations with administrative
structures. A comparative approach was also employed to trace continuities and

shifts between the Qajar era and the reign of Reza Shah.

Discussion and Results

The economic presence of Kurdistan’s Jews largely depended on petty trade and
service occupations. Peddling (pila-vari) was the most common means of livelihood,
offering opportunities for daily interaction and connection with the Muslim society.
Dyeing and cloth-selling indicated their technical expertise, although a heavier tax

burden was often imposed on Jewish crafts. The production and sale of wine, despite
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religious prohibitions, sustained a limited yet vital market for many families, despite
constant risks of prosecution and punishment.

During Reza Shah’s reign, the centralization of power and the abolition of
certain anti-Jewish decrees opened new avenues for them. Jewish physicians and
pharmacists—many trained through the Alliance Israélite network—played a
significant role in advancing public health in Kurdish-inhabited cities. The
expansion of informal trade, including the smuggling of gold, opium, and antiquities
across permeable borders, reveals a dual pattern of minority participation in both the
formal and shadow economies—a model already observable in the late Qajar period.

Jewish merchants, relying on their linguistic skills and transnational kinship
networks, served as intermediaries between Kurdistan, Mesopotamia, and the
Caucasus. Despite their small population, they played a pivotal role in the flow of
goods and credit within local markets. Their petitions to the Majlis against heavy
taxation further demonstrate an awareness of legal mechanisms and the emergence

of a civic identity within the framework of Constitutionalism.

Conclusion

The economic history of Kurdistan’s Jews offers a picture of marginal coexistence
and adaptation. Although religious segregation confined them to certain
occupations, it was within these very boundaries that they forged networks of trust,
skill, and exchange. The advent of the Pahlavi era and the expansion of
modernization, security, and education enabled a gradual path toward social
mobility, despite the persistence of unequal structures. Their activities in petty trade,
handicrafts, and regional commerce indicate the productive role that religious
minorities played in Iran’s urban and semi-urban economies. This study emphasizes
the necessity of incorporating the economic experiences of minorities into the

historiography of Iran’s economic and social development.
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