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Abstract

The institution of wagf (Islamic religious endowment) is one
of Iran’s longstanding institutions with wide-ranging
economic, religious, and social dimensions. In situations
where the political environment does not allow for economic
activity, the tendency toward charitable affairs tends to
increase. Based on the available documents, waqf witnessed
a significant increase during the reign of Reza Shah. The
objective of this article, employing a descriptive-analytical
method, is to address the following questions: What were the
reasons behind the expansion of waqf in Tabriz during Reza
Shah’s era? What functions did endowed properties serve?
The findings of the study indicate that prominent landowners
turned to waqgf as a strategy to protect their estates from
potential royal seizure, often motivated by personal interests
and in old age, aiming to evade taxation or to display
religious piety. In the endowment documents, subjects such
as the guardianship of orphans and public-benefit projects—
such as the construction of schools, libraries, and workshops
for the needy—are rarely observed. The majority of
endowment intentions were primarily focused on fulfilling
the religious obligations of the donors, often driven more by
custom and habit than by a genuine concern for public
welfare.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The institution of wagf (Islamic endowment) has

long served as a pivotal pillar within Iran’s
religious and socio-economic systems, maintaining
its significance through centuries of political
transitions and reforms. In this study, the focus is
placed on the city of Tabriz during the Pahlavi
era—specifically under the reign of Reza Shah—
and the transformation of waqgf as a cultural, legal,
and political institution. Drawing from archival
sources, the article investigates the motivations of
donors, the types of properties endowed, and the
socio-religious context that shaped the practice of
endowment. The authors argue that while wagf in
Iran historically encompassed a broad spectrum of
charitable purposes, including education, health,
and public welfare, during the Pahlavi period,
particularly under Reza Shah’s secularizing
reforms, the institution of wagf was redirected,
politicized, and in some cases, suppressed.
Notably, many landowners opted for endowment as
a protective legal mechanism against state
appropriation, often motivated less by altruism and
more by legal self-preservation and tax avoidance
(Nikmehr, 2012). As such, the article not only
provides a legal-historical exploration of
endowment practices but also delves into the
embedded cultural patterns and state-religion
dynamics that influenced these practices in early
20th-century Iran.

The authors trace the genealogy of the waqf
institution back to pre-Islamic Persia, showing how
its function evolved through Islamic influence and
later integration into the Shi’a legal framework
(Shahabi, 1964). In the classical era, waqf included
properties  for  mosques, libraries, and
caravanserais, and over time, expanded to include
provisions for pilgrims, the poor, and religious
rituals. However, during the Reza Shah era, a
notable shift occurred. His modernizing agenda,
which sought to centralize power and diminish
clerical autonomy, included efforts to seize or
dissolve endowments through legislative means
such as the controversial 1941 law that allowed the
sale of waqf properties (Maki, 1985). The article

Wy

suggests that this transformation had paradoxical
effects: while it limited the clerical control of
endowments, it also led to a surge in private
endowment activities as wealthy individuals sought
to retain their property by placing it under the
protective legal umbrella of religious charity.
Importantly, the study reveals that the content of
many endowment deeds during this period reveals
amarked lack of concern for broader public good—
schools, health services, and women’s shelters
were rarely mentioned. Instead, most waqgfs
emphasized ritualistic religious practices such as
mourning ceremonies for Imam Hussein and
mosque maintenance (Yousefi, 2010).

This paper also presents a comprehensive analysis
of over 170 documented endowments in Tabriz
during the Pahlavi period, highlighting their
geographic and typological concentration. A
dominant share of these endowments included
agricultural lands, urban shops, and residential
units—indicating both the agrarian base of Tabriz's
economy and the strong commercial-religious ties
among the urban elite. In this socio-economic
milieu, endowments were often structured to
maintain control within the donor’s family, with
legal stipulations transferring the stewardship
(tawliyat) to male descendants. These strategies
were not just about preserving property from state
expropriation but also about maintaining
patriarchal legacy and social prestige. The authors
argue that even though a significant portion of the
endowments was masked in the language of
religious duty, the lack of diversity in their
functions—especially the neglect of women’s,
educational, and public health needs—reveals a
performative  religiosity shaped more by
traditionalist habitus than progressive social
engagement (Shoja Fath Abadi, 2003). This
section of the article critically engages with the
motivations of the donors, contrasting spiritual
claims in wagf deeds with their actual legal and
economic implications.

An important contribution of this study lies in its
nuanced treatment of wagf during the specific
historical moment of Reza Shah’s reign. The
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authors note that while many scholars frame this
era as one of religious suppression, the actual
archive suggests a more complex narrative. For
instance, the early years of Reza Shah’s rule—
before his anti-religious policies such as banning
Ashura rituals or mandating unveiling—witnessed
a sharp increase in religious endowments
(Pirbabayi & Iranshahi, 2021). This temporal
detail underscores the reactive nature of religious
communities who, perceiving the diminishing
influence of institutional Islam, intensified their
private investments in religious preservation. The
article shows that these acts of wagf served not only
as resistance to state secularism but also as a form
of social insurance. In the words of one cited
scholar, wagqf acted as “a kind of social insurance”
during this period, filling the gaps left by state
institutions. Still, the authors caution against
romanticizing this trend, highlighting that the same
endowments often reproduced class hierarchies and
gender exclusions, sidelining structural reforms in
favor of ritual expenditures (Basirat Manesh,
1978).

Another major thematic area of the article is the
legal and institutional evolution of wagf under
Pahlavi governance. The paper explores how the
establishment of centralized waqgf administration
and the bureaucratization of religious endowments
altered the legal terrain of endowment practices.
The founding of the Endowments and Fine Arts
Administration and the introduction of state
oversight mechanisms marked a critical departure
from the decentralized, community-based waqf
governance of previous centuries (Riahi Samani,
1999). This centralization, while ostensibly aimed
at transparency, also enabled the state to exercise
tighter control over endowment revenues and
reorient them toward state-approved religious or
cultural projects. As such, the study demonstrates
how even religious philanthropy was subject to the
logic of state control, revealing the limits of waqf
as a vehicle for civil autonomy. The authors further
note that in many cases, waqf deeds were either
altered or selectively interpreted to align with state
interests, leading to legal disputes and public
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mistrust. This dimension of the study not only
highlights the tensions between tradition and
modernization but also adds to the broader
discourse on legal pluralism and state-society
negotiation in authoritarian contexts.

In the final empirical section, the article tabulates
and analyzes the consumption purposes of a diverse
set of endowments made in Tabriz during the early
to mid-20th century. A majority of these deeds
pertain to mourning rituals (ta’ziyah), mosque
construction, Quran recitation, and maintenance of
religious facilities. Cases of endowment for orphan
care, women’s welfare, or scientific education are
rare, suggesting a strong ritualistic pattern to
religious giving during the era. The authors provide
detailed archival evidence showing that while some
endowments were allocated for education, such as
purchasing books for theological schools, these
were often limited to male clerical training and
excluded broader educational reforms. A small
number of endowments also addressed needs such
as funeral expenses for the poor or charity kitchens
during Ramadan, indicating that while some social
concerns were addressed, they were not central to
the wagf system in this period. This data-rich
analysis strengthens the article’s overarching
claim: that while endowments under Reza Shah
persisted as an instrument of religious life, they
rarely evolved to meet the changing social,
educational, and economic challenges of modern
Iranian society.

In conclusion, the article offers a multidimensional
analysis of waqf in Tabriz during the Pahlavi era,
weaving together legal history, political reform,
socio-economic  motivations, and religious
practice. It argues that waqgf served as a double-
edged sword: while it functioned as a mechanism
of resistance against state secularization, it also
became a conservative instrument replicating
traditional hierarchies. Despite the constraints
imposed by Reza Shah’s modernizing regime,
religious endowments continued, largely in
conventional forms, with limited attention to
modern social needs. This study therefore invites
scholars and policymakers alike to reconsider the
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historical potential and limitations of wagf as a tool
for both social justice and political resistance.
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