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Abstract

This research aims to examine the transformation of the culture of mutual aid in the Grand Bazaar of
Tabriz, the level of social participation in the past and present, and the barriers to its change from a historical
and empirical perspective. The study, using a qualitative approach based on Grounded Theory (Strauss and
Corbin's systematic methodology), analyzes the transformation of the culture of mutual aid in the Grand
Bazaar of Tabriz and the level of social participation in the past and present. The target population includes
individuals knowledgeable about past mutual aid, members of charity organization boards, and
intermediaries in charitable affairs, who were selected through the snowball sampling method.
Data were collected through in-depth interviews, and theoretical saturation was reached after 13 interviews.
The data were analyzed using three stages of coding: open, axial, and selective. The findings indicate that, in
the past, social capital (including trust, religious capital, and participation) played a key role in mutual aid.
The key factors included trust among guilds and charity intermediaries, belief in and practice of religious
principles, the participation of elders in charitable affairs and religious ceremonies, and socialization based
on mutual aid in family, school, and work environments. Additionally, situational mutual aid (such as support
for individuals in difficult conditions), transparent communication networks, and an extensive mutual aid
space among guilds were other factors that strengthened this culture. Social cohesion was further reinforced
by behaviors such as shared food and clothing between wealthy merchants and shop employees. According
to the research results, changes in the forms of mutual aid among merchants are attributed to several factors,
including the reduction of social capital (trust, religiosity, and participation), the spread of individualism and
capitalist ethics (materialism, self-interest), economic pressures (inflation and high prices), unhealthy
competition, the impact of virtual social networks, population growth and guild expansion, the spread of
ostentatious lifestyles, the institutionalization of mutual aid, religious pretense combined with materialism,
uncertainty about the future, and the growth of administrative corruption. These factors have weakened
traditional mutual aid culture and led to changes in its forms and motivations.
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Background and Purpose

The market, as a setting for urban economic activities, has undergone many changes in its historical process.
Due to the advent of modernism, these changes have taken on new dimensions and altered the market functions.
In the past, markets, in addition to their economic role, also had important social functions, such as promoting a
helping culture and social participation. However, the helping patterns in traditional markets have declined in
recent times, and the behavior and performance of market vendors have also changed compared to the past.

One of the fundamental qualities of the capitalist system is the increasing level of individualism and,
consequently, the decline in cooperation among people in collective and social interactions. Individualism has
overshadowed various aspects of human life and has led individuals to focus primarily on personal interests. The
decline of traditional cooperation among human communities, in addition to imposing consumption costs, has led
to numerous cultural and social harms, such as environmental destruction masked by deceptive concepts like the
organic or specialized society and the personalization of affairs (Amin, 2016). In contrast, traditional markets, with
their specific spatial structure, once provided a suitable setting for fostering emotional, friendly, and family
relationships.

In the past, these spaces, relying on human interactions, created sustainable social networks in which trade,
in addition to its economic aspect, played an important role in strengthening social and cultural relations.
Traditional markets were effective in reproducing culture, transmitting traditions and values, and today, despite
urban developments, they are still known as centers of social communication and cultural solidarity. The
transformation of the helping culture holds great importance in the context of social and economic changes, as
these changes not only affect the economic and social structures of societies but also shape the interaction patterns
of individuals and groups through cooperation and mutual support.

Theories of social capital can be used to evaluate the evolution of helping culture in both traditional and
modern markets. Social capital refers to the social networks and relationships manifested in the form of trust,
shared norms, and mutual cooperation. In traditional markets, social capital is usually based on closer ties and
social solidarity. However, in modern markets, due to the increase in impersonal interactions and structural
changes, the formation of social capital is also changing. In modern markets, helping takes the form of professional
collaboration and is based on institutional and legal relationships (Putnam, 2000).

Piotr Sztompka (1991) defines social capital as the potential for relationships in various political, social,
cultural, and economic dimensions that exist in the interactive network of society. He introduces four types of
relationships for social structures: social relations, coercive relations, discursive relations, and exchange relations.
These relations act as potential resources for the individual in society that can be transformed into power, wealth,
dominance, and knowledge. In other words, these relations, as social capital, can help strengthen cooperation in
society.

Albert Hirschman (1995) also considers social capital as a “moral resource” that, unlike physical capital,
increases with use rather than diminishing. According to him, social capital is specifically a “public good” and is
not owned by individuals. These resources are usually formed in social bonds, norms, and trust, and they strengthen
the relationships between individuals and groups. Finally, J. S. Baker also highlights the positive impact of social
capital on expanding social, economic, and cultural opportunities and considers it as a source for information
exchange, consultation, and the creation of new opportunities (Baker, 2003). He believes that utilizing social
capital improves quality of life and increases societal efficiency.

Materials and Methods

This research was conducted with the aim of investigating the changes in the helping culture in the Tabriz
Grand Bazaar, the level of social participation in the past and present, and the obstacles to its change from a
historical and empirical perspective. It was implemented using a qualitative approach and based on grounded
theory with the systematic method of Strauss and Corbin (adaptive grand theory). The target population includes
people who were aware of the past helping patterns, members of the boards of charitable funds, and charity
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intermediaries, who were selected using the snowball method. Data were collected through in-depth interviews,
and theoretical saturation was achieved after 13 interviews. The data were analyzed using three stages of coding:
open, axial, and selective.

Findings

The findings indicate that, in the past, social capital (trust, religious capital, and participation) played a key
role in mutual aid. The effective indicators included trust in the guilds and charity intermediaries, belief and
practice of religious principles, participation of elders in charitable activities and religious rituals, and socialization
based on cooperation in the family, school, and workplace. Additionally, situational cooperation (such as
supporting individuals in difficult situations), a transparent communication network, and a broad cooperation
atmosphere among the guilds were other factors that strengthened this culture. Through shared clothing and eating
habits, the wealthy merchants and employees of the shops strengthened social cohesion.

Discussion

According to the results, changes in the cooperation patterns among the market vendors are due to several
factors, including; weakened social capital (trust, religiosity, and participation), the spread of individualism and
capitalist ethics (materialism, self-interest), economic pressures (inflation), unhealthy competition, impact of
virtual social networks, population growth, guild expansion, the prevalence of an ostentatious lifestyle, the
institutionalization of cooperation, religious display combined with materialism, uncertainty about the future, and
the rise of administrative corruption.

Conclusion

These aforementioned factors have weakened the traditional helping culture and changed its forms and
motivations.
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