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Abstract

The aim of this study is to explain the status of wagf (religious endowments)
in Jolfa during the reign of Reza Shah. The research methodology is
descriptive-analytical and relies on library-based studies. Given the
Armenian population and their significant role in endowing properties and
assets, along with the rich cultural history of the region, this study holds
special importance. Wagf can take various forms, including land, buildings,
or money, often intended for helping the needy or establishing educational
and religious institutions. The presence of Armenian and Christian religious
minorities and historical monuments further contributes to the city's
significance. In regard to Armenian endowments, especially Armenian
women played a significant role. The presence of shrines (imamzadehs) and
sacred tombs indicates the charitable actions of benefactors and donors who
made substantial contributions to assist the underprivileged. There are
approximately 452 different types of wagf in Jolfa County, of which 65
endowed properties—roughly ten percent—are officially documented.
These endowments include agricultural water resources, farmland, ganats,
wells, gardens, villages, and commercial and residential buildings, with the
main motivation of the donors being care for orphans and the poor. About
twenty shrines, sacred tombs, and imamzadehs are located in this county.
From the period of Reza Shah onward, women also played an active role in
religious endowments. Some of the waqf documents currently held in the
Jolfa Endowments Office belong to charitable and philanthropic women.
The oldest women’s endowments belong to Hajiech Khanom Shahi and Mrs.
Simzar Aliaei Gargari, who dedicated part of their property to the villages
of Qarah Bolagh and Upper Gargar (ibid). In Jolfa County, Siah Rud, and
affiliated villages, women's endowments primarily date back to the Reza
Shah era. The highest number of wagf deeds from this period are related to
the mourning ceremonies (ta’ziyeh) of Seyyed al-Shohada (Imam Hussein,
peace be upon him).

Keywords: Wagf, Jolfa, Armenians, Reza Shah, Women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The historical region of Jolfa, situated in the

northern edge of Iranian Azerbaijan along the
southern banks of the Aras River, holds an essential
place in the cultural and religious endowment
(wagf) traditions of Iran. With a significant
Armenian population and a deeply rooted religious
and commercial legacy, Jolfa evolved into a focal
point of diverse cultural and religious interactions.
The name "Jolfa" itself, historically derived from
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Armenian usage and associated with weaving and
silk production, reflects both its ethnic identity and
economic significance (Tavernier, 2004). During
the reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941), this region
experienced substantial transformations, especially
in its wagf system, as a result of centralized state-
building policies. Reza Shah’s modernization
efforts sought to bring waqgf properties under state
oversight, often diminishing the autonomy of
traditional religious foundations. Jolfa, home to
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both Islamic and Christian endowments, became a
contested arena where state intervention, religious
traditions, and local identities intersected. Notably,
Reza Shah’s reforms, such as the 1933
Endowments  Law, institutionalized  waqf
registration and supervision under governmental
authority (Ehlers, 1995), marking a pivotal shift in
the socio-religious landscape of Jolfa and other
religiously plural areas.

The geography and climate of Jolfa shaped not only
its socio-economic trajectory but also the
distribution and nature of its waqf institutions.
Encompassing  approximately 1595  square
kilometers, Jolfa is characterized by a semi-arid
climate with distinct elevation changes, river
systems like Aras and its tributaries, and strategic
borders with Nakhchivan and Armenia (Zeki Velidi
Togan, 2021). These environmental features made
the region simultaneously fertile and isolated,
nurturing both agriculture and religious retreat.
Historically, Jolfa served as a vital node in Silk
Road trade routes and religious pilgrimage circuits,
leading to the proliferation of mosques, shrines,
caravanserais, and schools funded through wagf.
The river Aras, also known as Araxes in classical
texts and Al-Rass in Quranic and Arabic literature,
delineated cultural and spiritual boundaries while
connecting disparate communities through trade
and belief (Ya'qubi, 1992). Archaeological and
historical records highlight the existence of
hundreds of ruined cities and sacred sites along the
Aras, many of which are referenced in Islamic
historiography as former waqf-supported locations
(Abu Dulaf, 1963; Hamavi, 2001).

Religious endowments (wagf) in Jolfa during Reza
Shah’s reign displayed a dynamic interplay
between traditional philanthropic objectives and
state-imposed regulations. By the early 20th
century, Jolfa had accumulated around 452 wagf
entities, ranging from agricultural land, ganats, and
wells to residential buildings and shrines. However,
only about 65 of these were officially documented
under government supervision, representing
roughly 10% of the total (Alvansaz Khouei, 2013).
Despite restrictive policies, waqf continued to
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support vulnerable groups—particularly orphans
and the poor—through sustainable donations. A
significant development during this period was the
emergence of women as key waqf donors. Figures
like Hajieh Khanom Shahi and Simzar Aliaei
Gargari allocated properties in rural areas such as
Qarah Bolagh and Gargar to public and religious
purposes, particularly to finance mourning rituals
for Imam Hussein (Ahmadi & Raei, 2007). These
female benefactors, often from elite or landowning
classes, defied conventional gender roles by
assuming religious agency through endowment.
Their contributions primarily supported religious
education, feeding mourners during ta'ziyeh, and
helping establish religious infrastructure in Jolfa’s
urban and rural peripheries (Riyahi Samani,
2008).

The Armenian community of Jolfa also played an
influential role in shaping the wagf landscape. As a
religious minority with longstanding roots in the
region, Armenians contributed significantly to
Jolfa’s spiritual and cultural infrastructure. They
established churches, schools, libraries, and
charitable organizations—many of which were
maintained  through  wagf-like  mechanisms
(Alvansaz Khouei, 2013). These Armenian
endowments not only helped preserve ethnic
identity and language but also provided welfare
support to impoverished members of their
community. Their initiatives were often parallel to
Islamic endowments but functioned within their
communal traditions, contributing to a layered
wagf system characterized by coexistence rather
than competition. The waqgf contributions of
Armenian women paralleled those of Muslim
women, with both communities engaging in
cultural preservation and social welfare through
endowment. Armenian wagqf institutions thus
served not only as sites of religious worship but
also as vehicles for intercommunal solidarity and
civic engagement in an era marked by political
centralization and homogenization (Alvansaz
Khouei, 2013).

From a legal and institutional perspective, the Reza
Shah period introduced a new administrative
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regime that sought to standardize and control the
wagf system across Iran. The establishment of laws
in the 1930s mandated that waqf deeds be officially
registered and subjected to state review. This legal
restructuring undermined traditional forms of wagf
governance by replacing community-appointed
mutawallis ~ (custodians)  with  bureaucratic
supervision. As Reza Shah’s regime pursued
economic development and modernization, waqf
properties were often reappropriated for state use,
including urban development, transportation
projects, and military infrastructure. Critics argued
that such interventions eroded public trust in waqgf
institutions and reduced charitable donations
during this era (Mohammadi, 2000). The
ideological underpinnings of these reforms
reflected broader state efforts to marginalize
religious authorities and curtail the socio-political
influence of clerics. However, despite state
encroachments, local communities in Jolfa
continued to sustain waqgf functions through
informal practices and community cooperation.
The continuity of waqf ceremonies and religious
endowments for  Ashura commemorations
illustrates this resilience (Emam Jomehzadeh,
2000; Mortazavi Kakhki & Baramaki Yazdi,
2008).

The spiritual and cultural legacy of wagf in Jolfa is
epitomized by the numerous shrines and sacred
tombs scattered across the region. These include
the revered sites of Imamzadeh Seyed Shuaib,
Seyed Mohammad, Seyed Ismail, and others that
remain pilgrimage destinations and centers of local
piety. These shrines, often rebuilt and maintained
through communal labor and donations, are
interwoven with the region’s religious and social
history (Alvansaz Khouei, 2013). Many are located
in mountainous terrain and retain pre-modern
architectural features, serving as tangible evidence
of centuries-old religious devotion. Oral histories
and religious traditions link these sites to
descendants of the Shi‘a Imams or regional saints,
reinforcing their sacred status. The physical upkeep
of these sites, despite state neglect, reflects the
enduring significance of waqgf in maintaining
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religious identity and continuity. Additionally, the
waqf lands associated with these shrines—
including gardens, water rights, and farming land—
continue to support their custodianship, sustaining
local economies while preserving spiritual heritage.
Thus, the institution of wagf in Jolfa not only
structured religious life but also functioned as a
foundational pillar of community cohesion,
intergenerational wealth distribution, and cultural
continuity.

In conclusion, the study of wagf in Jolfa during
Reza Shah’s reign reveals a nuanced interplay
between tradition and reform, centralization and
resistance, gendered agency and communal
identity. While state policies attempted to regulate
and sometimes confiscate wagf properties, local
communities—both Muslim and Armenian—
demonstrated remarkable adaptability in sustaining
charitable practices. The active participation of
women in endowment activities, the strategic use
of waqgf to support religious education, and the
preservation of sacred sites collectively underscore
the socio-cultural vitality of this institution. Waqf
in Jolfa was not merely a legal or economic
mechanism but a deeply embedded practice that
connected faith, identity, and social welfare.
Despite the challenges posed by authoritarian
modernization, the waqgf system in Jolfa adapted,
endured, and continued to shape the lives and
values of its people.
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