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BEGGING III. IN LATER IRAN

iii. In Later Iran

There are various categories of beggar: the old, the disabled, and the destitute,
as well as those who merely feign these conditions. The fact that giving alms is
one of the duties of a Muslim has long been taken as an excuse for begging by
idle and lazy individuals (see i above). In this century the urban population in
Iran has grown considerably, mainly through a steady flow of peasants into
the cities. As these country people usually accept the duty of giving alms and
are at the same time somewhat naive, they have become targets for people
who seek substantial earnings with little effort. On occasions when beggars
have been rounded up by the government, some of them have been found to
be quite wealthy. In two widely publicized instances the owner of several
houses in an expensive district of Tehran and a notorious usurer in the bazar
were exposed as beggars when they were picked up, taken to a poorhouse, and
forced to reveal their identities; in another a beggar was found to have a large
amount of currency sewn into the lining of his coat. Begging increases or
diminishes according to economic and social circumstances; it is also seasonal.
The number of beggars in the cities tends to increase in periods of economic
slump or famine, as well as when there is little work in the country.

Types of begging. Urban beggars have a variety of approaches, depending
partly on time and place. Experienced practitioners usually have repertoires
of

supplicating phrases, which they chant in order to rouse charitable feelings,
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particularly on solemn occasions like commemoration of the birth or
martyrdom of an imam. They seek to station themselves in promising
locations, for example, where a wedding party is in progress or a memorial
service is being held. The cemetery is also a profitable locale, particularly on
Thursday, traditionally called “Friday eve” and considered holy, when families
visit the graves of their loved ones. Other lucrative sites are shopping centers,
where people emerge from stores with small change in their pockets; near
hospitals and pharmacies, where relatives can easily be persuaded to give
alms to the poor in hopes of relief for their sick loved ones; at bus terminals
and city gates, where people are setting off on journeys; and especially at holy
shrines and pilgrimage centers, as in Ray, Qom, and Mashad. Indeed, on holy
days there is a noticeable increase in the number of beggars.

Most beggars do not suffer from physical disabilities, yet through long training
they can turn themselves at a moment’s notice into pitiable creatures: a blind
man, a paralytic, a man suffering the agonies of death, an epileptic. Simulation
of various miseries has a long history. According to Jorjani (bk. 1, discourse 5,
sec. 5, p. 51), in the 5th/11th century beggars would slash their own tongues
and insert slivers of lead into the slits, so that when the wounds eventually
healed the slits would remain open. They would then go begging on the
pretense that they had been taken prisoners by infidels (koffar) and had had
their tongues slashed to prevent them from uttering the Muslim professions of
faith (Sahadatayn</em>; for other examples see Faqiht, 1357, pp. 567-82). In
later centuries sham disabilities took on more varied forms (Fraser, II, pp. 63-64,
Pers. tr. pp. 161-63). With modern makeup, professional beggars appear in
major cities and pilgrimage centers looking so pitiful that even the most
detached passerby may be taken in (for examples, see Ettelaat, 19 Bahman 1337
S., 15 Dey 1344 S., and 7 Tir 1365 S.). It is an open secret that in the southern
districts of Tehran there are clandestine workshops where normal people can be
transformed into blind men or paralytics, with appalling wounds or swollen
limbs. Beggars turned out in these workshops are able to collect several times as
much money as people who have been forced into the streets by sheer
destitution. Professional beggars have well-defined territories, which are
diligently defended against vagrant trespassers. Frequently a supposedly
disabled beggar will employ an assistant. Women may carry infants in order to
win sympathy for their plight; there are also children, studiously made up to
look sick or dying, available for hire.

One form of begging (parsa zadan) is practiced by men who call themselves
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dervishes and carry the characteristic tabarzin (ornamental ax) and kaskul
(begging bowl). They roam the bazars, caravanserais, and other places where
large numbers of people gather, chanting verses in praise of the family of the
Prophet (ahl-e bayt) or denunciation of the world. A dervish of this type offers
passersby green leaves, small sweets (noql), or small fruit from his kaskiil, the
recipients are expected to repay such gestures with money, in large or small
amounts as befits their social status (Aubin, pp. 237ff., Pers. tr. 25-57; Serena,
Pers. tr. pp. 52-53). Such itinerant begging has been practiced in larger towns
at least since the Safavid period, when dervishes enjoyed great license and
could enter at will the houses of the rich, where nobody dared turn them away
(Polak, I, pp. 39-40, Pers. tr. 39). They were organized in a widespread network
(Aubin, pp. 2371f.,, Pers. tr. 254-64). Even to this day such begging is very
common in towns and villages.

Formerly it was common for a begging dervish to set up a hut with his
paraphernalia in front of a rich man’s house; he would then declare his price
for departing; an amount of money or grain to see him through the year. If the
owner of the house paid, the dervish would dismantle his hut and leave;
otherwise he would blow his Sak-e nafir (trumpet) until neighbors persuaded
the owner of the house to meet his demands. On rare occasions, when the
owner refused to give in, the dervish would set fire to a pile of straw in order
to produce a suffocating cloud of smoke. This whole scheme was known as
takta-pust andaktan, takta-pust gostardan (to spread a sheepskin), or cador
zadan (to pitch a tent) and has been witnessed by many travelers (for instance,
see Serena, Pers. tr. pp, 52-53, 162; Aubin, p. 237, Pers. tr. p. 254; Ravandi, p.
608). It may still occur in remote towns and villages. Ouseley (III, p. 162)
describes beggars in Tehran who carried certificates and letters of
introduction signed by bishops. These letters, which were written in Italian
and were addressed to all “pious Christians,” identified the bearers as “good
Catholicks . . . fallen into extreme and lamentable poverty.”

A specifically rural type of begging, practiced exclusively by people dressed in
the green headcloth or waistband of the sayyeds (descendants of the Prophet),
takes place at harvest time. These beggars, usually riding on donkeys equipped
with saddlebags, roam the fields where grain is being winnowed and claim
their “ancestral share” (sahm-e jadd, which refers to the Prophet’s
descendants’ share of the fifth, or koms [q.v.], of all earnings according to the
Shi‘ites) of every grain pile. At other times of year they prowl around the
villages and nomad camps, inviting themselves to hearty feasts and claiming
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to bless their hosts’ food. Capitalizing on the faith of ignorant peasants, they
sell sugar lumps or sweetmeats daubed with saliva, which is often believed to
have curative powers. Such beggars also accept a “visitor’s fee” (haqq al-
qadam) for returning at harvest time.

Some beggars of this kind demand from every individual “one finger from
each hand,” referring to koms (Feuvrier, Pers. tr. pp. 169-70). Although not as
aggressive as they once were, these men can still be seen in the southern
districts of Tehran and in many of the provinces. Some naive people,
particularly in the countryside, demand fingerprinted receipts for what they
give these beggars; such receipts are saved and eventually buried with them.

Talab kardan (to demand) is a form of begging common at public gatherings,
particularly Shi‘ite mourning ceremonies of rawza-kvani (recitation of the
passion of Karbala’ martyrs). Usually just at the opening of a sermon or at a
climactic moment, when the audience is most eager to hear the rest of what
the speaker has to say, a self-styled sayyed, wearing the characteristic green
headcloth or waistband will rise suddenly and interrupt the speech. He begins
with an account of his distress and closes by demanding his “ancestral share”
(koms</em>); he does not allow the ceremony to continue unless his demands
are met. A sponsor who is sufficiently well-off usually pays the beggar out of his
own pocket for the sake of appearances; otherwise a collection is taken.
Occasionally the sponsor’s parsimony or the beggar’s greed turns the whole
event into a fiasco, and the preacher must climb down from the menbar (pulpit).

Morda-kvorha (lit. caters of the dead) are beggars who work in cemeteries. It is
customary in Iran for relatives of the deceased to bring trays of sweetmeats
(halwa) for funerals or Friday evening visits to the graves. Morda-kvorha rush
to devour the sweets and grab the alms (kayrat). This type of begging largely
disappeared in Tehran about halfway through the reign of Mohammad Reza
Shah Pahlavi, when a new cemetery with modern facilities (BeheSt-e Zahra)
was founded south of the city and beggars were banned from it.

Measures against begging. The history of campaigns against begging is almost
as long as that of begging itself. During the reign of the Buyids begging was a
widespread annoyance (Ravandi, III, p. 593), so much so that Azod-al-
Dawla banned all solicitation; beggars were allowed only to recite the Koran,
so that they might receive alms from those who were inclined to give (Faqihi,
1347, p. 79). Timur (r. 771-807/1370-1405) decreed that the beggars in his
territory be rounded up and given assistance; if found begging again, they



https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/halwa%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/behest-e-zahra-the-chief-cemetery-of-tehran-and-principal-shrine-of-the-islamic-revolution-of-1357-s%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/azod-al-dawla-abu-soja%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/azod-al-dawla-abu-soja%22

Vol. IV, Fasc. 1, pp. 82-84 @
)

were to be transported to remote places or sold as slaves (Ravandi, III, p. 597).

During the Qajar period begging was again widespread. The grand vizier
Mirza Taqi Khan Amir-e Kabir (q.v.) ordered that every invalid beggar in the
streets in Tehran be registered, with his name, place of origin, and the cause of
his disability (Waqaye*-e ettefaqtya, no. 32, 14 Du’l-qa‘da 1267/September 1851).
No other measures were taken against begging, however. Occasionally, food
was distributed, for instance, on the shah’s birthday, whenever the shah set off
or returned from a journey, or as a part of wedding ceremonies for members
of the royal family. Photographs of beggars being fed and presented to the
shah were sometimes taken (Atabay, album no. 167, p. 12). It is reported that
beggars became so bold that, during the royal audience on Nowruz, 1311/1894,
many of them found their way to the stairs leading to the audience hall and
pestered everyone coming out (E‘temad-al-Saltana, Riiz-nama-ye katerat, p.
945).

It was customary in both the provinces and the capital for well-to-do families
to feed the poor on occasions of festivity or mourning; in many places there
were “warm houses,” where homeless individuals could pass their nights in
winter. In the Qajar period one such house stood in southern Tehran where
the Meydan-e Sus is today.

In recent years both the extent of begging in Iran and the severity of measures
against it have varied, depending on circumstances. At times of relative
prosperity and security, the government has tried to round up beggars,
sending the able-bodied to labor camps, mainly on the outskirts of Karaj, and
the old and ailing to poor houses in Aminabad, south of Ray; in Varamin; and
in southern Tehran near the grain depots (Ettelaat, 19 Bahman 1337 S. and 15
Dey 1344 S.). Children have been assigned to Bongah-e Parvare$-e Kaudak
(institute for raising children) (Ettelaat, 11 Esfand 1325 $.). Sometimes veteran
beggars with records of having fled from labor camps were transported to
such distant places as Qal‘a-ye Badrabad in Lorestan (Ettela‘at, 21 Sahrivar
1345 S.).

The establishment of the Islamic Republic in Iran was followed by large-scale
migration of villagers into towns and an influx of war refugees from southern
and western border towns, with the consequence that the number of beggars
in the cities increased enormously. Currently large numbers are to be seen
begging openly in urban streets and squares. Early in the summer of 1365
S./1986 the government ordered the arrest of beggars in Tehran, and a number
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of them were assigned to a labor camp in Qarcak, near Varamin. A few days
later, however, they were back, plying their trade as usual.
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