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Various writings about chess were written by people from different classes of society,
including clergymen, princes, and intellectuals with religious, educational, and political
purposes, which became known as "Rasail Satranjiya"(chess treatises) during the Qajar
period. The purpose of this study based on manuscripts and historical sources is to answer
the question of what place chess had in the people's general culture in the Qajar period. For
what purpose were the letters of chess written? And what are the differences between them?
The findings of the research show that during the Qajar period, the culture of playing chess
became popular among the ruling class and then the general public. The extent of this game
led to the opinions of different people in different fields regarding this game and short and
long treatises were written on the rejection, education, and acceptability of it. These works
have differences in their content, form, and purpose, which shows the intensity of opinions
and ideas towards chess in the Iranian society of the Qajar era. The origin of different views
about chess goes back to jurisprudence, history, culture, and politics, which are discussed in
this article.
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1. Introduction

The games of the Qajar period in Iran had their own variety, which was designed and performed for different
environments. Since the majority of Iran's society in this period consisted of rural residents, the atmosphere
of entertainment was consistent with the pattern of geography and rural environment. Among the popular
pastimes were the game of Qap, egg, Ses-patcil, Kuli-bazi, Bandi Gerace-bazi, Picaz, kaftar-bazi, bear war,
camel war, Felakan-bazi, cup game, lick game and finger game (Pollak, 1361: 237). Due to their lack of
complexity, availability, low cost, and no need for high technical skills, they could be played in any
environment, especially in the village. Despite this, there were games such as chess, As-nas, backgammon,

and Ganjafeh, which were famous as gambling or "win and lose" games. The wealthy and courtiers showed

more interest in playing these games (Brogesh, 1368: 398). Because of religious issues, and the fact that
learning and doing them required an intellectual talent, they were not very common among all classes of
society. Therefore, in the Qajar period, a wide range of nobles started learning these games (Mustofi, 1360,
513/1). During the Qajar period, some books were written to introduce and teach these games, which became
the basis for serious development in the education and development of all kinds of games, especially the art
of chess in Iran. Many clerics, Qajar princes and writers of this period tried to share their views and

experiences of chess in the form of Rasail satranjiya (chess treatises), and this led to the production of a
large number of essays in this field.

2. Research methodology

This research following library methodology firstly recognized the existing documents, then prioritized the
resources based on their significance and credibility. In the following, the information were assembled
through flash cards and the contents were scientifically analyzed by the use of descriptive-analytic
methodology.

3. Discussion

The content of treatises in the Qajar era can be divided into seven groups:

1) Sharia treatises on gambling: which emphasize the sanctity of all types of gambling games and have also
devoted pages to the Saril]a and jurisprudential aspects of chess. In these treatises, the teaching of gambling
and chess games has been avoided (Afzal al-Mulk, manuscript: 302-301).

2) Sharia treatises specific to chess: in which chess is dealt with in a specialized manner, and citing the
Quran, hadiths, and the sayings of elders, they emphasize the condemnation and haram of chess and deny
its teaching (Tabatabaei, manuscript: pages 5 -15).

3) Educational treatises on gambling: which refer to the types of gambling games and explain and teach
chess as a subset of these games (Sharif, manuscript: pages 1-68).

4) Chess educational treatises: which are written under the different titles of "Chess Treatise", "Chess

Name", "Chess Science", "Chess Game" and "Satranjiye™ and try to introduce the way of playing, rules, and

terms of chess(Sharif , manuscript: pages 1-2).

5) Mystical treatises of chess: these used the terms of the game of chess for mystical and literary
interpretations and used chess themes in the form of poems, anecdotes, and allegories to show favor to their
favorite characters (Heiran, manuscript: pages 22- 1).

6) Combined chess treatises: which are a collection of the above and in which the sharia of the game of
chess is used to anecdotes, poetry, education, and transmission of personal experiences and memories
(Sengari, manuscript: page 5-32; Semnani, manuscript: pages 2-51).

7) Exemplary treatises: Exemplary that is written with the titles of exhortation and advice and try to teach
morals and religion to the public, and in the meantime, they also offer advice to avoid sin. One of the parts
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of these messages is the advice to refrain from playing gambling and chess games (Youssef Gada,
manuscript: pages 85-83)

These treatises can be analyzed from different aspects. They have differences and similarities with each
other. The most important difference in chess treatises is in jurisprudence. In Islam, there have been various
debates over the halal or haram of chess all through history. Therefore, the authors of the chess treatises, in
most cases, tried to answer the question of whether chess is haram or halal and expressed their reasons
(Collection in Chess in Urdu, Manuscript: 237).

In the Qajar period, those treatises on chess written by religious students did not teach the rules of chess;
they just wrote their treatises to prove that chess is forbidden. Based on the jurisprudential fatwas of Shia
imams and even Sunni elders, these treatises try to confirm that playing chess in any situation is haram,
even if financial issues are not involved (Prohibition of chess, manuscript: page 24-1; Treatise on Chess,
manuscript: leaf 1-84). Regardless of the nature of chess, these treatises, mostly written in Arabic, try to
prove that chess is gambling, so playing and even buying and selling of it is forbidden and haram. Then,
teaching it is a great sin as well. Thus in their treatises, they do not talk about how to play chess and the
movement of its pieces at all (Sharif, manuscript: page 1).

Another group of chess treatises, written by non-clerics such as writers, historians, and Qajar princes, were
dissimilar from the previous one. In different chapters of these treatises, which were under the collection of
educational chess, as well as religious and jurisprudential issues, there were debates over the name, benefits,
education, and rules of chess. Most chess treatises, written for education, have also spar a part to the Shari'a
issues of chess, in the introduction or the first chapters of the treatise. These works take a careful look at the
legitimacy or illegitimacy of chess. Saying Hadiths from the infallible prophets, the treatises emphasize the
prohibition of gambling and confirm the opinion of the traditionalists.

But the difference is that this group tries to keep chess out of the category of gambling games and introduce
it as an intellectual game. A game that keeps the mind dynamic and active and is a good alternative to
spending time on nonsense and futile tasks (Afzal al-Mulk, manuscript: 302). Additionally, referring to the
verdict of the jurists, they tried to show that chess is a permissible game regardless of the issue of winning
and losing. Even in some cases, by referring to Imam Shafi'i's fatwa and by emphasizing the names of
scholars who have played chess throughout history, they tried to get a jurisprudential prescription for chess
and formalize its teaching (Forsat Shirazi, manuscript, page 12-16; Science of Chess, manuscript, pages 21-
23).

The authors of the chess educational treatises were completely aware of the religious sensitivity of society
towards gambling and were not interested in being accused of irreligion. This caution is also reflected in the
choice of the title of the essays, and the word gambling was not used in the title of the chess educational
essays. There was an exception in this, and that was Muhammad Amin Qajar, who wrote a treatise entitled
"Gambling" between 1293 and 1294 AH (Amin Qajar, manuscript: pages 18-74).

The doubt about the legitimacy or illegitimacy of chess caused people to play it without religious concerns.
They considered it a permissible game (Sharden, 2012: 844/2; Polak, 2011: 236). A large range of people
plays chess in public and private gatherings. However, according to jurisprudence, if chess was not a normal
hobby and was played for money, it could still be considered forbidden. But this did not cause betting in
chess games to be completely abandoned, and chess was constantly played among the rich and courtiers
over heavy expenses, properties, farms, ornaments, and valuables ([JAin al-Saltaneh, 799/1 and 567).

4. Result

Chess is one of the oldest mental games that has been directly related to human emotional intelligence. This
game originated in Iran and India and was an aristocratic game. In the history of Iran, the game of chess has
been related to art, literature, mysticism, religion, and politics and its complexity increased over time, and
in this path of development, its rules have been changed.

During the Qajar period, chess went beyond an aristocratic game and became popular among the general
public. Exploratory of the jurisprudential and technical aspects of this game was noticed by different groups
of people and essays were written to reject, approve and teach it, which were called "chess treatises". These
writings can be divided into Shariah treatises on gambling, Shariah treatises specific to chess, educational
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treatises on gambling, educational treatises on chess, mystical treatises on chess, combined treatises on
chess, and instructive treatises. But, this division is completely subjective in some cases, cause it is not
possible to categorize all of them; sometimes, there are essays whose authors deal with various topics of
chess, including religious and historical roots, education, questions, etc.

The treatises that deal with the Shariah issues of gambling and chess are mainly written by clerics and
religious people. The authors of these works, referring to the hadiths and the works of the previous jurists,
considered the game of chess to be revelry, so either they completely denied it, or tried to forbid it by
presenting various proofs. In these treatises, any kind of chess teaching was avoided and those who turned
to this game were criticized. In fact, most of the chess treatises of the Qajar period were involved in the
debates of the jurisprudence of this game, and just there were a few treatises that did not discuss these issues
in their introduction. In order to legitimize their works, die-hard fans of chess have tried to challenge the
discourse of chess being haram at the beginning of their books by citing reasons and fatwas from some
historical religious figures and removing it from the category of haram games.

Treatises written with the aim of teaching and promoting chess increased significantly during the Qajar
period. The reason for this, in addition to the expansion of various educational texts in this era, was the
widespread use of this game in international meetings, which made the way for the authors of such works
in Iran easier. In some of these educational treatises, the author enters the main discussion after a short
introduction, which usually includes the religious topics of chess and the historical roots of the development
of chess. In this part, the author introduces the game pieces, how to play, rules, and common terms in chess.
Some of these texts are short and some are long. Also, some of these treatises have pictures to better educate
the reader, and others are written in the form of questions and answers to challenge the reader.
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