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Abstract

As Iran underwent major political, social, and economic changes in the late Qajar
period, the Zoroastrian community, particularly concentrated in the city of Yazd,
experienced significant transformations in its social and economic conditions. These
changes were gradually reflected in the architectural fabric of Zoroastrian settlements in
both urban and rural contexts. Despite the wide distribution of Zoroastrian settlements
in Yazd and its surrounding villages, comprehensive research addressing the impact of
socio-economic transformations on their built environment remains limited. The main
research question of this study is how socio-economic changes among Zoroastrians in
the late Qajar period influenced their urban and rural settlements. The study assumes
that the improvement of the Zoroastrians’ socio-economic status created the conditions
necessary for the construction and reconstruction of religious and public buildings,
which had previously been severely restricted. The research employs a qualitative
methodology based on the analysis of historical documents and archival sources to
reconstruct the socio-economic conditions of Zoroastrians and the forces that contributed
to the reduction of their limitations. This analysis is complemented by field surveys
of architectural remains in two case studies: the Dasturan neighborhood as an urban
Zoroastrian settlement and the village of Moryabad as a rural settlement. The findings
indicate that the improvement of the Zoroastrians’ socio-economic position from the
Naseri period onward directly facilitated the emergence and expansion of religious and
public buildings in both urban and rural areas, developments that had no precedent prior
to this period. These architectural changes reflect not only economic advancement but
also deliberate efforts to strengthen religious identity and internal social cohesion within
Iran’s Islamic society.
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Introduction

The political, social, and economic transformations of Iran during the late Qajar period
profoundly altered the country’s traditional structures. Within this broader context,
the city of Yazd experienced notable economic growth due to its relative security and
its strategic position along major commercial routes. These conditions contributed
to Yazd’s emergence as one of the most significant centers of Zoroastrian settlement
in Iran, reinforced by the geographical concentration of Zoroastrians within the city.
The economic prosperity of Yazd in this period was closely linked to the commercial
networks established between local Zoroastrians and their coreligionists, the Parsis of
India. These transregional connections played a crucial role in expanding trade activities
and improving the economic standing of the Zoroastrian community. Prior to the
Naseri period, however, Zoroastrians faced extensive social and economic restrictions,
including limitations on cross-border trade and the exchange of certain goods. Such
constraints also affected their ability to construct or even repair religious and public
buildings, thereby limiting their visible presence in the urban and rural landscape. From
the mid-nineteenth century onward, a combination of internal and external factors
facilitated significant changes in the socio-economic conditions of Zoroastrians. The
abolition of the jizya tax under Naser al-Din Shah, increased social and economic
freedoms, and the growing involvement of Indian Parsis and emerging Zoroastrian
associations collectively contributed to the gradual improvement of the community’s
status. As a result, Zoroastrians were able not only to strengthen their economic
position and participate more actively in Yazd’s international trade networks, but also
to initiate the construction and reconstruction of religious and public buildings within
their settlements. Despite the extensive presence of Zoroastrian neighborhoods in Yazd
and its surrounding villages, limited scholarly attention has been paid to the ways in
which these socio-economic transformations were reflected in the built environment of
Zoroastrian settlements. Comparative analyses that address both urban and rural contexts
remain scarce. This research seeks to address this gap by examining the architectural
and spatial consequences of socio-economic change among Zoroastrians during the late
Qajar and early Pahlavi periods.

Focusing on two contrasting case studies, the Dasturan neighborhood as the only
urban Zoroastrian residential area in Yazd, and the village of Moryabad as a rural
settlement, this study aims to analyze how broader social and economic transformations
had materialized in the physical fabric of Zoroastrian communities. By combining
historical sources with field-based architectural surveys, the research explores the
relationship between socio-economic change and the formation of religious and public

buildings in both urban and rural settings.
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Discussion

This research adopts a combined historical and institutional approach to analyze the
relationship between socio-economic transformations and the formation of religious
and public buildings in Zoroastrian settlements. Data collection was carried out through
an integrated methodology, including archival and documentary research alongside
field-based architectural surveys. This approach allows for the reconstruction of the
socio-economic conditions of Zoroastrians during the Qajar period and an examination
of how institutional support influenced changes in the built environment. Historical
evidence indicates that until the late Qajar period, Zoroastrians lived under difficult
social conditions characterized by discrimination and legal restrictions. As ahl al-
dhimma (protected religious minorities), they were subject to the jizya tax and deprived
of many basic social and economic rights. They faced severe limitations in commercial
activities, including restrictions on long-distance trade, import—export practices, and
participation in professional mercantile networks. These constraints also limited their
ability to construct or repair religious and public buildings, resulting in a largely invisible
architectural presence in both urban and rural settings. From the mid-nineteenth century
onward, however, the intervention of several supporting institutions led to a gradual
transformation of these conditions. The abolition of the jizya tax by royal decree, the
growing influence of the British government, and most significantly the financial and
political support of Indian Parsis and emerging Zoroastrian associations contributed
to the improvement of Zoroastrians’ socio-economic status. Following these changes,
Zoroastrians were permitted to engage openly in trade, establish commercial companies,
and participate in expanding trade routes between Iran and India, particularly through
the city of Yazd. These developments facilitated the emergence of a Zoroastrian
mercantile class and strengthened the economic foundations of the community. The
architectural consequences of these transformations are clearly observable in both case
studies examined in this research. In the urban context of the Dasturan neighborhood,
the improved socio-economic position of Zoroastrians and the presence of institutional
support enabled the construction and reconstruction of a wide range of religious and
public buildings from the Naseri period onward. These included fire temples, darb-
e-mehr structures, communal ritual spaces, schools, hospitals, water reservoirs, and
libraries. A similar but more limited pattern can be observed in the rural settlement of
Moryabad.

Conclusion
In response to the research question and drawing on historical sources and field-based
investigations of the buildings, the findings indicate that the formation and development

ofreligious and public buildings in both urban and rural contexts reflect the improvement
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of the social and economic conditions of Zoroastrians in the late Qajar and early
Pahlavi periods. In Moryabad, efforts were largely concentrated on the construction
or restoration of religious buildings such as fire temples and pilgrimage shrines, while
public structures were limited to water reservoirs and two primary schools. By contrast,
the Dasturan quarter, as an urban fabric, exhibited a far greater diversity and scale
of public buildings, ranging from schools and high schools to a hospital, library, and
water reservoir. The presence of supportive institutions and the emphasis on restoring
religious buildings and constructing public structures, particularly schools in both urban
and rural areas, not only indicate a reduction and moderation of the former restrictions
imposed on Zoroastrians, especially regarding the restoration of religious sites and
the establishment of schools, but also reflect this community’s efforts to enhance its
social standing and to consolidate and strengthen its religious identity and intra-group

cohesion as a religious minority within an Islamic society.
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Fig. 1: Right: Aerial view of part of the historical fabric of the Dasturan neighborhood, Yazd, 1956 (1335 SH),
from the British aerial photography collection. Left: Historical architectural fabric of the Dasturan neighborhood
(Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 2: Right: Aerial view of part of the historical fabric of the village of Moryabad, Yazd, 1956 (1335 SH), from
the British aerial photography collection. Left: Historical architectural fabric of Moryabad (Authors, 2024).
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Table 1: Religious buildings in the Dasturan neighborhood (Authors, 2024).

IR AR N
%:} ] 3 % 3 i
shle e | e o334 | % | B¢
ITEETHE SR 3§§ 35 EJ 35
%%é Eé 1% > N Yoho | Y

s o (6)13a5 (b A515,Lig®) alsro (ygwdr A515 55 Lol du uaiie icT gyl
dS \AJ‘du_MJsJ chcj W INCIVERE 03)5 JSEEA) ] u—" )‘ )l_>l.9 5)53 o (<09|)_3>) 9 «u-“&?»
0l oo 0310 [auSuid ds gz 4 (] (63955 50 5yl yaus 3l dS 6350 00l ol 0uSis]
AYEY (S ) L5jlylys s Loy L lnoliiiusy 45 0313 o3 |y HSopl 5Ls | p3lasl 48T, sl
Oyl plsl 51 (S g 9 39 dg s 0a8Lal ol s o gl {(TIY 5 YV
O sy dad aS Sbles aS cosly olad] glawyde 4o ol 3 tamd 040 00 ad L
s oliad couSiisl (cLiad (YAY YA (y9ly0) 050,80 Jmands (4l o cailys il gy dnels
Sl B a8’ Lol Lo ol 00 Gl Syjo L (60255 L 45 ol oS o (slind 44
el Jlosis alis 53 315,148 4l 5o

Jg\ L59.Le‘_, 5)93 )9 195\'3.) ZMT‘J)b )l)_'é AML&)W:&&W )9 450A§\£’JT07’|)_305\}:—
obeiol 3 48 Gl leniyy o 2Sobo o9 id oyl (sl 35 doeisyd s as Lo
AVAF ¢ o)) diiS Ly dods (gloasasl aiuslgs csii jlojas gy e 9 slois| Boids
S50 sLo )bl o 5 ply oy sl 5938 laxs Lo (slio K (AYe ) YOF () Lzdl <Ad
958 53 5 408 00Les liwsdid byl ST ol ezl bawgd . WY L ol
(Y yogeal) L i b o0 5Siisl yo doyd (Lo g Jlwpd Ll . o) ¥YY

4y, & 5T S z: s T
3 . 5
oT | & 'E’

, i ! 5 I o O 3 D SR I N o]
i " ] '_:_ & = |
I HOHY H 5 =
2 Hlo § \‘:ﬁ _:‘E
4+ pert B ™ ! l
; H
o o ] ] |
gt b 8 .
;-:; | L] =
73 : L prd B k.

_MLI_LJ_{LI o I i i I i
E_\ A B o O S B i B TS| []E'E]_

(AYY N YDF Ladl) o5 dods 048asT ()3 1Y gl
Fig. 3: Plan of the New Fire Temple, Yazd (Afshar, 1975: 833).
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Fig. 4. View of Darb-e Mehr-e Nush (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 5. Various foundation stones of Darb-e Mehr-e Nush (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 6: Gahambar House (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 7:. Selected examples of pilgrimage sites (Pirangah) in the Dasturan neighborhood (Authors, 2024).
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Table 2: Public buildings in the Dasturan neighborhood (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 8. Historical view of Peshotan G. Markar Boys’ Boarding School and Orphanage (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 9: Current view of Markar Girls’ Primary/Secondary School (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 10. Khosravi Primary School, Yazd (Authors, 2024).




i ” YO0 ” ey ol solasil- elaza] eyos bl iohlGed o eonsS ||

L(Y¥FoY ‘OKJ.S)KJ) O (Sgpwd ol gl Ko MNygald
Fig. 11. Foundation stone of Khosravi Primary School, Yazd (Authors, 2024).
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Table 3. Educational institutions affiliated with Keykhosravi Primary School (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 12. Rostam-Giv Water Reservoir (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 13. Ouruk Water Reservoir, with separate outlets for Zoroastrians and Muslims (Authors, 2024).
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Table 4. Public buildings in Moryabad (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 14. Esfandiar-Kikhshro Water Reservoir, with separate access points for Zoroastrians and Muslims (Authors,
2024).
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Fig. 15: Rostami Boys’ Primary School, Moryabad (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 16: Foundation stone of Moryabad Fire Temple, showing reconstruction during the Naseri period (Authors,
2024).
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Table S: Religious buildings in Moryabad (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 17. Plan of Asdan Castle (Afshar & Group, 1975: 846).
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Fig. 18: Plan of Asdan Castle, after: Afshar and Group (Afshar, 1975: 846).
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