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Abstract

The tradition of wagf (charitable endowment) in Iran has a
long history rooted in the social, political, and religious
developments of the region. Beyond being a charitable act,
wagqf functioned as a strategic instrument for consolidating
ownership and preserving wealth within a social structure
undergoing transformation in Iran. In Gilan, as in other
parts of the country, this institution had a long-standing
background. Historical reports indicate that endowments
increased for various reasons from the Safavid era to the
Qajar period. During the Qajar era, the economy of Gilan
experienced  significant  growth due to  the
commercialization of its strategic agricultural products.
With the rising wealth of affluent families, the financial
capacity of women also expanded. Some of these women
endowed part of their movable and immovable property,
often with ritual and religious purposes. By examining
archival documents and waqf deeds from Gilan, this study
seeks to answer the question of how female endowers
achieved independent legal agency through the institution
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of wagqgf. The findings indicate that women endowers in
Gilan utilized the juridical capacities of Islamic law
concerning land ownership and the administration of
trusteeship (fawliyat) to employ waqf as a mechanism for
safeguarding capital and reproducing social power. By
appointing themselves or their children as trustees, they
established a form of intra-family mechanism for
controlling and transferring wealth, which partially
compensated for the lack of formal legal protections in
Iran before the institutionalization of modern legal
systems. Using documentary sources and a descriptive-
analytical approach, the research challenges common
assumptions about the passivity of women within the
patriarchal structure of the Qajar period and demonstrates
that the actions of female endowers in Gilan represented a
conscious form of management aimed at securing their
economic independence within society.

Keywords: Women’s Property, Gilan, Qajar Period, Waqf
Economy, Archival Documents.
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Women’s Endowments in Gilan during the Qajar
Period: A Historical Reading of Property, Religiosity,
and Social Agency

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Wagqf, as one of the most enduring Islamic legal and charitable
institutions, has played a significant role in shaping social relations, property
transmission, and religious life in Iran. In Qajar Gilan, the growth of local
economy and the accumulation of wealth created new opportunities for women to
participate in property management and charitable endowment. This article
examines women’s wagqf practices in Gilan during the Qajar period as a historical
lens through which to understand female property ownership, religiosity, and
social agency. The study addresses an important gap in the historiography, since
most previous works on waqf and Qajar society have focused on officials, elites,
and religious figures, while the role of women has remained largely overlooked.
By focusing on female endowers in Gilan, the article seeks to show that women
were not merely passive subjects within a patriarchal order, but active agents who
used legal-religious institutions to protect and reproduce their social and economic
position.

Method: This study is based on documentary and archival investigation using a
descriptive-analytical approach. The study draws on waqf deeds, archival records
from the Gilan Endowments Administration, and relevant historical and figh
sources. Through the analysis of these documents, the article reconstructs the
patterns, motivations, and social meanings of women’s endowments in Qajar
Gilan. The method makes it possible to identify both the material forms of
endowed property and the legal strategies women used to maintain control over
their assets.

Results and discussion: The findings indicate that women’s wagqf in Gilan cannot
be understood only as a religious act. It also functioned as a social and economic
strategy through which women managed property, preserved family capital, and
exercised a measure of autonomy. Many female endowers donated movable and
immovable property such as houses, shops, and agricultural assets for religious
ceremonies, mosque repair, mourning rites, and charitable uses. In several cases,
women appointed themselves or their children as trustees, which helped them
retain control over endowed property and ensured that wealth remained within the
family network. The results further show that women’s endowment practices were
shaped by broader social transformations in late Qajar Iran, including the effects of
the Constitutional Revolution and the spread of modern ideas such as rights,
equality, and freedom. In this context, waqf became a meaningful space for
women’s participation in public and religious life. The study also notes that the
purposes of endowments gradually expanded over time: while earlier waqfs were
mostly ritual and devotional, later ones increasingly included educational, social,
and welfare-oriented goals. Case studies of female endowers in the article
illustrate these patterns clearly. For example, women such as Karbala’i Fatemeh
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Alagaband, Fatemeh Tahvildari, Khanom Bozorg Jozani, and Sayyedeh Zeyn al-
Abedin endowed property for activities such as rozeh-khani (a ceremony for
reciting the calamities of the Prophet’s family), mosque repair, mourning
ceremonies, and commemorative religious observances. These examples
demonstrate that women in Gilan used waqf as a practical means of combining
piety, family strategy, and social presence.

Conclusion: The article concludes that female waqf founders in Qajar Gilan were
socially aware, legally capable, and strategically engaged in property
management. Their endowments helped them preserve wealth, strengthen family
continuity, and secure a degree of economic independence. Far from confirming
the stereotype of women as passive figures in Qajar society, the evidence reveals
their active participation in shaping religious and social life through waqf. The
study, therefore, contributes to a more nuanced understanding of women’s agency
in Iranian history and highlights the importance of wagqf as a vehicle of both
devotion and social power.

Keywords: Women’s Property, Gilan, Qajar Period, Waqf Economy,
Archival Documents.



