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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Objectives: The present study investigates the lived experiences of sem-
inary students in Qom concerning the doctrine of “guaranteed livelihood for students of
knowledge.” Rooted in Hadith and narrative sources, this doctrine posits that God ensures
the sustenance of those who dedicate themselves to religious knowledge and the study of
Islamic sciences. This issue holds substantial significance among students of religious sci-
ences, as their commitment to study often limits their ability to engage in conventional
work to secure their own livelihood. The doctrine emphasizes that seminarians should focus
exclusively on their religious duties—such as studying, teaching, debating, and propagating
knowledge—without diverting attention toward income-generating activities.

The question of scholars’ and students’ livelihood has historically been a central concern in

human sciences, particularly religious studies. The extended duration of their education, the
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non-commercial nature of religious scholarship after graduation, and the clerical persona—

sometimes seen as incongruous with conventional economic activity—necessitate a distinct
exploration of their sustenance. Various strategies have been proposed to address this chal-
lenge, including governmental support, institutional assistance, or engaging in permissible eco-
nomic activity. However, the doctrine of guaranteed livelihood offers an alternative approach,
highlighting reliance on divine providence rather than conventional sources of income.
Despite the importance of this doctrine, empirical field research on the subject remains scarce.
Therefore, this study aims to explore the lived experiences of seminary students in Qom con-
cerning the doctrine of guaranteed livelihood, examining their beliefs, perceptions, and actu-
al encounters with this principle. Central research questions include: Has divine provision,
“from whence they do not expect,” manifested in the lives of seminarians? If not, what ob-
stacles impede the realization of this divine promise? The study aims to provide insight into
how seminarians negotiate their faith and practical life under the framework of this doctrine.
Methodology: This research employs a field-based qualitative approach, utilizing the-
matic analysis for data collection and interpretation. Data were gathered through three
complementary anthropological techniques: semi-structured interviews, participant ob-
servation, and document review.

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 seminary students, in-
cluding both current students and graduated clerics. Participants were selected to reflect a
range of ages, academic levels, and levels of dedication to ensure the comprehensiveness
of the findings. Interviews included both open-ended and structured questions, designed
to capture local interpretations, personal experiences, and the nuanced understanding of
the doctrine of guaranteed livelihood.

Participant Observation: Drawing on his own experience as a seminarian, the researcher en-
gaged in participant observation, providing a unique insider perspective on how students navi-
gate issues of livelihood and sustain their studies while adhering to doctrinal principles. This ap-
proach allowed for the discovery of subtle and confidential aspects of seminarians’ experiences.
Document Review: In order to contextualize the doctrine historically and doctrinally,
the researcher reviewed primary and secondary sources, including Hadith collections,
biographies of prominent scholars, and writings on the economic conditions of seminary
students. This review informed the interpretation of lived experiences in relation to his-

torical and religious sources.
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Data Analysis: Following data collection, thematic analysis was conducted in several

stages: transcription and thorough reading of interviews, initial coding to identify key
concepts, secondary coding to group related statements, and the construction of a the-
matic network to develop a conceptual model. This systematic approach transformed
scattered qualitative data into structured insights, revealing the patterns and variations in
students’ lived experiences.

Results: The findings reveal that seminary students’ experiences with the doctrine of
guaranteed livelihood are diverse and can be categorized into three primary groups:

1. Absolute Believers: These students hold a profound conviction in the doctrine and pro-
vide concrete examples from their lives in support of their beliefs. They report that their
basic needs have been met “from whence they did not expect,” and they interpret these
experiences as manifestations of divine providence. For them, God’s sustenance enables
full dedication to study and religious duties without anxiety about material needs.

2. Non-Believers: This group either rejects the doctrine outright or reports experiences
inconsistent with it. Non-believing seminarians consider the doctrine irrational and em-
phasize the necessity of personal effort in earning a livelihood, echoing the principle that
“man’s provision is the result of his own striving.” These students have faced consider-
able financial hardship, which contradicts the expectations set by the doctrine, leading
them to rely on conventional means of sustenance rather than divine providence.

3. Conditional Believers: These seminarians accept the principle of guaranteed livelihood
but perceive it as contingent upon certain conditions. They attribute financial difficulties
to factors such as insufficient diligence in study, lack of sincere effort, failure to observe
religious and ethical duties, or insufficient reliance on God. For this group, fulfillment
of the doctrine depends on students’ own performance and adherence to spiritual, moral,
and practical prerequisites, including wearing clerical attire, demonstrating piety, and
maintaining contentment and patience. Conditional believers reconcile apparent contra-
dictions between the doctrine and personal experience by situating the guarantee within a
framework of personal accountability and religious conduct.

Discussion and Conclusion: This research demonstrates that the doctrine of guaranteed
livelihood for students of knowledge transcends mere textual or theological affirmation
and becomes a lived, interpretive experience among seminarians. Differences in percep-

tion and experience lead to the categorization of students into absolute believers, non-be-
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lievers, and conditional believers, illustrating the nuanced interaction between religious

doctrine and personal experience.

Importantly, even absolute believers do not equate the divine guarantee with wealth, luxury,
or the complete absence of financial difficulties. Instead, they perceive it as provision of the
minimum necessities required to pursue study and spiritual development. The main challenge
arises from observing fellow students facing financial hardship despite diligence, which has
prompted many believers to introduce conditional interpretations to reconcile lived realities
with doctrinal teachings. Conditions identified include diligence in study, reliance on God,
seeking divine intercession, personal piety, and maintaining contentment, highlighting that, in
practice, the realization of divine guarantee is intertwined with human effort.

The study underscores that seminary students’ experiences are complex, encompassing
layers of belief, interpretation, and practice. Non-believing students, confronting unmet
expectations, prioritize personal striving over reliance on divine provision, reflecting
broader debates about the role of human agency in relation to providence. Conditional
believers exemplify a middle path, integrating reliance on God with personal responsibil-
ity and ethical practice. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of how reli-
gious doctrines are internalized, negotiated, and operationalized in the lived experiences
of students within Islamic seminaries.

This research provides foundational insights for future studies examining the interplay be-
tween religious beliefs, lived experiences, and socio-economic conditions of seminarians.
It suggests that the doctrine of guaranteed livelihood functions not only as a theological
principle but also as a framework shaping the social, spiritual, and practical dimensions
of seminarians’ lives. By exploring these experiences, the study enriches broader discus-
sions on religious education, human behavior, and the intersection of faith and material
sustenance in Islamic scholarly contexts.

Keywords: Livelihood of Seminary Students, Student of Knowledge, Providence, Student,

Seminarian, Islamic Seminary.
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