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The Reflection of Selected Occupations in Parishan by Qa‘ani Shirazi and Their Historical
Transformations in Iranian Culture

Meysam Zarey, Masoud Pakdel'*, Hasan Shabaniazad*

1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Gac.C., Islamic Azad University, Gachsaran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: masoudpakdel52@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

Persian literature, beyond its artistic and literary dimensions, constitutes a valuable source for understanding the social
culture and everyday life of Iranians in earlier historical periods. Parishan, a work by Qa'ani Shirazi, employs artistic prose
and diverse anecdotes to portray the conditions of various occupations and social strata during the Qajar period. This study
examines the occupations reflected in this work from historical and social perspectives in order to determine which of these
occupations have persisted to the present day and which have undergone transformation or disappeared. The significance of
this research lies in tracing the historical evolution of popular culture through an important literary work, a subject that has
not previously been examined in an independent study. The aim of the article is to provide a historical analysis of these
occupations and their representation in Iranian popular culture. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on
library research. The findings demonstrate that Qa'ani's Parishan is not merely a repository of literary information but also a
valuable source of social and historical knowledge, providing an important basis for a more comprehensive understanding
of Iranian society in the nineteenth century.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian literature has long functioned not only

as a repository of aesthetic expression but
also as an important record of the historical,
social, and cultural memory of Iranian society.
Literary works composed in different periods
frequently contain valuable information about
everyday life, social relations, occupational
structures, popular  beliefs, economic
activities, and the organization of social
classes. For this reason, literary texts may be
approached as supplementary sources for
reconstructing dimensions of social history
that are not always fully represented in official
chronicles or administrative records. This
function becomes particularly significant in
works that engage directly with common
people, urban spaces, professions, customs,
and the everyday interactions of different
social groups. Within the history of Persian
literature, the Qajar period occupies an
important position because it witnessed both

the persistence of traditional social structures
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and the gradual emergence of institutional,
technological, and cultural transformations.
Qa'ani Shirazi was one of the prominent poets
and prose writers of this period, and his literary
career developed within the intellectual and
courtly environment of the Qajar era. His
works reflect a combination of classical literary
traditions and the specific cultural conditions of
nineteenth-century Iranian society. His poetic
and prose output also contains numerous
references to music, occupations, social
ranks, and material culture, making his
writings useful for interdisciplinary research
extending beyond conventional literary
criticism (1-3). Among Qa'ani's prose works,
Parishan is particularly important because its
anecdotal structure, didactic orientation, and
attention to everyday social situations provide
a broad range of references to occupations
and social roles. Although the work was
shaped by the stylistic influence of Saadi's
Golestan, it should not be reduced to mere

literary imitation, because its content also
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preserves elements of the social reality, moral
attitudes, and occupational environment of
Qa'ani's own period (4, 5). Accordingly, the
present study examines selected occupations
represented in Parishan and analyzes their
historical development, continuity,
transformation, or disappearance within
Iranian culture.

The main problem addressed in this study
concerns the historical status and subsequent
transformation of occupations mentioned in
Parishan. Occupations are not merely
economic activities; they are embedded in
systems of social hierarchy, cultural
expectations, technological conditions,
political institutions, and modes of everyday
interaction. The study of professions therefore
offers a  productive  perspective for
understanding the wider organization of
society. Sociologically, work and occupational
activity are closely connected with cultural
values, social identity, and institutional
structures, and Iranian literary and cultural
traditions  contain  extensive  evidence
concerning attitudes toward labor, idleness,
professional competence, and occupational
ethics (6). In Parishan, occupational
references appear within anecdotes, moral
observations, humorous narratives, and
descriptions of courtly or popular life. Such
references include administrative positions
such as ilchi, shihna, muhtasib, and ganjur;
service-related occupations such as porter,
wet nurse, servant, chamber attendant, and

farrash; traditional medical or quasi-medical

occupations such as herbalist and
phlebotomist; artistic roles such as minstrel,
musician, and entertainer; and other socially
significant occupations such as miller, water
distributor, hunter, village headman, guard,
and executioner. Many of these professions
were shaped by the political and economic
structures of premodern and early modern
Iran, whereas others were connected to
household organization, traditional medicine,
court culture, local administration, or urban
markets. Their historical trajectories differ
considerably: some occupations survived
through adaptation, some were absorbed into
modern  bureaucratic  or  professional
institutions, and some disappeared almost
completely. Therefore, the central research
guestion is how Qa'ani represented these
professions in the social world of his time and
what historical transformations subsequently
affected their functions, institutional status,
and cultural meanings. By examining these
changes, the study seeks to contribute to a
more precise understanding of the relationship
between literature, occupational history,
popular culture, and social transformation in
Iran.

Methodologically, this research adopts a
gualitative, descriptive-analytical, and library-
based approach. The primary source is
Qa'ani's Parishan, from which references to
occupations and professional roles were
identified and extracted systematically. These
references were then interpreted through

historical, literary, sociological,
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lexicographical, ethnographic, and cultural
sources in order to clarify the meaning,
function, and historical context of each
occupation. Qa'ani's own text constitutes the
central documentary basis for identifying
occupational terminology and understanding
how professions were represented within
anecdotal and moral narratives (7).
Complementary sources were used to
interpret specialized occupations and their
broader cultural significance. For example,
Dehkhoda's lexicographical explanations help
clarify semantic shifts in occupational terms
such as parastar, whose older meaning was
closer to servant, attendant, or domestic
caregiver than to the modern medical
profession of nursing (8). Historical studies of
Tehran and Iranian urban society provide
descriptions of occupations such as porters
and their traditional equipment and working
practices (9). Studies of social history
illuminate practices such as slavery, hunting,
occupational stratification, and traditional
forms of service and labor (13). Cultural
research also contributes to the interpretation
of occupations associated with family and
domestic life, such as the wet nurse, which
was especially important among affluent
households or in cases where mothers were
unable to breastfeed or care for infants directly
(10). Classical didactic literature similarly
confirms the recognized importance of
selecting an intelligent and compassionate wet
nurse for children (11). This combination of

literary analysis and historical comparison

enables the research to move beyond simple
identification of professions and to examine
the transformation of their social functions
across time.

The findings indicate that the occupational
world represented in Parishan reflects a
complex social structure in which court
administration, urban services, household
labor, artistic activity, religiously inflected
social regulation, and traditional medicine
were  closely interconnected. Certain
occupations were directly related to political
authority and governance. The ilchi functioned
as an official envoy responsible for carrying
messages, commands, or diplomatic
communications, while the shihna and
muhtasib performed functions associated with
security, public order, market regulation, and
moral supervision. Such occupations gradually
lost their traditional forms as centralized
bureaucratic institutions, modern police
systems, diplomatic missions, and specialized
regulatory organizations developed. Other
occupations were connected to royal or
aristocratic households, including the curtain
keeper, farrash, servant, and treasurer. Their
functions were gradually redistributed among
modern administrative, ceremonial, financial,
and service institutions. Traditional labor
occupations also appear prominently. The
porter, for instance, was an essential figure in
bazaars and caravan networks and depended
largely on physical strength and simple
carrying equipment (9). Although manual

carrying has not disappeared entirely,
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mechanized transport and modern logistics
have substantially reduced the social centrality
of this occupation. The traditional miller
similarly lost much of his former importance
with the mechanization of grain processing.
Other occupations, however, survived by
adapting to new technologies. Fishing remains
an active occupation, but its techniques,
equipment, institutional regulation, and
relationship with environmental law have
changed considerably. The historical
continuity of occupational activity therefore
does not necessarily imply continuity of social
form. Rather, modernization frequently
transforms the tools, status, regulation, and
economic organization of occupations while
preserving their basic functional purpose.

A second major group of findings concerns
occupations related to domestic service,
medicine, entertainment, and popular belief.
The traditional wet nurse played a significant
role in elite and affluent households, especially
when maternal death, illness, physical
weakness, or family circumstances required
alternative infant care (10). This occupation did
not disappear entirely but evolved into more
specialized forms of childcare, domestic
nursing, and professional caregiving. The
historical term parastar underwent an even
more substantial semantic transformation,
since in older usage it could refer broadly to a
servant, attendant, or domestic helper rather
than specifically to a professionally trained
medical nurse (8). Traditional healers and

medical specialists also underwent major

transformation. The herbalist once combined
the sale of medicinal plants, fragrances,
spices, and sometimes traditional therapeutic
advice, while the phlebotomist practiced
bloodletting as an accepted medical procedure
within humoral medicine (14, 15). Modern
medicine, pharmacology, and professional
healthcare systems reduced or redefined
these roles, although herbal shops and some
traditional therapeutic practices continue in
modified forms. Artistic occupations such as
the minstrel, musician, singer, and entertainer
also demonstrate cultural continuity
accompanied by professional transformation.
Courtly and festive performers played
important roles in social gatherings, and the
category of motreb historically combined
musical performance, singing, dancing,
entertainment, and sometimes socially
stigmatized forms of amusement (16). Banquet
service itself depended on a range of
specialized participants, including cupbearers,
musicians, cooks, dancers, servants, and
attendants (12). These roles did not simply
vanish; many were incorporated into modern
artistic professions, entertainment industries,
hospitality services, and media institutions. By
contrast, occupations such as fortune-telling
and traditional forms of divination declined in
social legitimacy with the expansion of
scientific education and modern institutions,
although they continue in limited cultural or
informal contexts. The analysis therefore
demonstrates that occupational change is

rarely linear: some professions disappear,
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some survive symbolically, and others retain
their basic purpose while undergoing profound
institutional and semantic transformation.

In conclusion, the analysis of occupations in
Qa'ani Shirazi's Parishan demonstrates the
considerable value of literary texts for
reconstructing the social and cultural history of
Iran. The work offers more than stylistic
imitation, moral anecdotes, or literary
entertainment; it preserves a detailed
occupational

landscape reflecting the

administrative structures, household
practices, economic activities, medical
traditions, artistic  environments, social
hierarchies, and everyday interactions of the
Qajar period. The professions identified in the
text reveal both the stabilty and the
vulnerability of traditional occupational
structures. Some survived because their
fundamental social functions remained
necessary, even though their tools,
institutional frameworks, and professional
identities changed. Others disappeared
because the political systems, technologies,
beliefs, or social arrangements that sustained
them were replaced. Still others underwent
semantic transformation, so that the same
occupational term came to designate a
substantially different professional role in
modern society. These findings confirm that
the history of occupations constitutes an
important dimension of cultural history and that
literary sources can provide evidence
unavailable in strictly administrative or political

records. Parishan is therefore significant not

only for literary scholarship but also for social
history, anthropology, folklore studies, and the
sociology of work. Its occupational references
illuminate the ways in which modernization
reshaped Iranian social life, transformed
professional identities, redistributed
institutional  functions, and altered the
relationship between traditional knowledge
and emerging forms of expertise. Studying
such professions also contributes to the
preservation of intangible cultural heritage,
because many occupational names, tools,
customs, and social roles survive today
primarily through historical memory and
literary representation. The article ultimately
argues for a broader interdisciplinary use of
Persian literary works in reconstructing
everyday history and demonstrates that the
systematic study of occupations can provide a
particularly productive framework for tracing
long-term patterns of continuity and change in

[ranian culture.

References
1. Safa Z. History of literature in Iran. 15 ed.
Tehran: Ferdows; 2003.
2. Aryanpour Y. From Saba to Nima: A history
of 150 years of Persian literature. 1 ed. Tehran:
Zavvar; 1971.
3. Mallah HA. Dictionary of musical instruments.
1 ed. Tehran: Mahmoudi; 1964.
4. Forouzanfar Ba-Z. Poetry and poets. 1 ed.
Tehran: Kharazmi; 2010.
5. Zarrinkoub A. The delightful discourse of
Saadi. 4 ed. Tehran: Sokhan; 2007.
6. Tavassoli GA. Sociology of work and
occupations. 3 ed. Tehran: Organization for
Researching and Composing University
Textbooks in the Humanities (SAMT); 2000.
7. Qaani H. Parishan [Miscellany]. 1 ed. Fars
Literary S, editor. Shiraz: Fars Literary Society;
1959.



VP8 Jbo (polez ol (amiy 0598 ((owild Dludl § Ob) dusms™ 4 45

8. Dehkhoda AA. Dictionary. 1 ed. Sotoudeh G,
editor. Tehran: University of Tehran Press;
2006.

9. Shahri J. Social history of Tehran in the
thirteenth century. 1 ed. Tehran: Esmaeilian;

1988.

10. Jafari Mazhab M. Selecting a wet
nurse. Folk Culture. 2004;3(8):87-8.

11. Onsor al-Maali KiE. Qabus-nameh

[The Book of Qabus]. 5 ed. Tehran: EImi va
Farhangi Publishing Company; 1989.

12. Akhyani J. Banquet arrangements in
narrative poems. 1 ed. Tehran: Sokhan; 2009.
13. Ravandi M. Social history of Iran. 3
ed. Tehran: Ruzbehan; 1993.

14. Maboudi Z. Sociology in the works of
Saadi. 2 ed. Tehran: Tirgan; 2007.

15. Chaghmini MiM. Qanuncheh [The
little canon]. Shiraz: Pahlavi University Press;
1971.

16. Nasri Ashrafi J. Drama and music in

Iran. 1 ed. Tehran: Arvan; 2004.



