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Abstract

During the Pahlavi era, the institution of waqf (religious endowment) underwent fundamental
transformations in its structure, function, and management practices, driven by the modernization
policies of the state, changes in the legal system of property ownership, and the institutionalization
of registration laws and administrative oversight. Within this context, waqfs established by women,
as one of the relatively underexplored dimensions of Iran’s social and economic history, provide
an opportunity for a more nuanced analysis of gender, property ownership, and social agency
amid institutional transformation. The central question of this study is: How did women’s waqfs
in Gilan evolve, under the legal and administrative changes of the Pahlavi era, in terms of the
type and composition of endowed properties, the manner in which waqf deeds were formulated,
and the allocation of waqf revenues? The findings indicate that, as legal procedures became
more formalized and administrative oversight of waqfs was strengthened, women’s waqf deeds
became more systematically structured in terms of legal formulation, the scope of the waqif’s
authority, and the specification of beneficiaries and purposes. The results further demonstrate
that the tradition of women’s waqf in Gilan shifted from a customary and religiously grounded
approach toward a more institutionalized and state-regulated model. Of particular significance is
the finding that, during this period, the function of women’s wagfs in Gilan expanded beyond
religious purposes toward social domains such as healthcare and education. Adopting a historical-
documentary approach, this article seeks to elucidate the position and role of female waqf donors
within the broader transformations of the waqf institution during the Pahlavi period.
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Introduction

The Pahlavi period was characterized by extensive governmental efforts to
modernize and reorganize waqf administration, a process that directly affected
the registration and supervision of women’s waqf deeds. The Law Amending
the Registration Law of Deeds and Property established a new legal framework
that expanded the authority of the central government over endowed
properties, including those established by women. Documents from the Gilan
Waqf Administration indicate that, after 1937, the registration process for
waqf deeds became more stringent. Women’s waqf deeds during this period
increasingly emphasized compliance with legal formalities and registration with
official notaries, whereas handwritten waqf deeds based on local customs had
been more prevalent in earlier periods.

An examination of records pertaining to women’s endowed properties registered
in Gilan during 1941-1951 demonstrates that the Waqf Administration of
the period, relying on the new legislation, asserted its authority over the right
of trusteeship (tawliyah) or supervision. The impact of the Constitutional
Revolution on the expansion of women’s awareness in Gilan created the
necessary conditions for women to pursue and secure their familial and social
rights. These developments, together with the social and political activities of
liberal and reformist women in Gilan, contributed to a relative improvement in
women’s status, particularly in the domain of waqf. The main question is: “How
did women’s waqfs in Gilan, under the influence of the legal and administrative
changes of the Pahlavi era, evolve with respect to the type and composition of
endowed properties, the manner in which waqf deeds were prepared, and the
allocation of waqf revenues?”” Addressing this question requires an examination
of the activities and practices of female waqf donors in Gilan in parallel with
the transformations of the Pahlavi period.

Materials and Methods

The present study was conducted with the aim of examining the status,
characteristics, and functions of endowed properties established by female waqf
donors in Gilan during the Pahlavi period. The principal research approach
is historical and documentary, meaning that the required data were collected
from written sources and waqf documents and, following an assessment of
their authenticity and reliability, were analyzed from social, legal, and economic
perspectives within the context of the Pahlavi period.

The statistical population of the study consists of documents and waqf deeds
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pertaining to 21 female waqf donors from Gilan who endowed part of their
property during the Pahlavi period. The cases were selected purposively on the
basis of access to reliable documentary evidence. The criteria for the inclusion
of documents were as follows: the waqif had to be from Gilan; the document
had to belong chronologically to the Pahlavi period; the identity of the wagif
had to be clearly established; information concerning the endowed property
had to be available; and the wagqif’s intention or the function of the endowment
had to be identifiable. Documents containing incomplete information or
whose attribution to the specified period and geographical area could not be
established with sufficient certainty were excluded from the final analysis.

The research data were collected from two categories of sources. The first
category comprised primary sources, including waqf deeds, registration
documents, administrative files of the Waqf Administration, educational and
instructional records, and documents relating to endowed properties. The
second category consisted of secondary sources, including books, scholarly
articles, and studies related to the social history of Gilan, women’s history,
property rights, and the transformation of the waqf institution during the
Pahlavi period.

Result and Discussion

During the Pahlavi period, the profile of female waqf donors became increasingly
diverse. In addition to widows, there was an increase in the number of martried
and even unmarried women among waqif donors. This transformation was
directly associated with the expansion of formal property registration, the
spread of women’s education, and the emergence of a new urban middle class
in Gilan. Unlike married women in the Qajar period, women in the Pahlavi era
did not necessarily define their property ownership through their husbands;
rather, they could possess independently registered assets and dedicate them as
waqf. From this perspective, during the Pahlavi period, waqf gradually shifted
from a “reactive and protective” act to an “intentional and informed” form of
social agency.

During this period, the socioeconomic composition of female waqf donors
also underwent a gradual transformation. Registration reforms, the expansion
of formal education, and the growth of a monetized economy created the
conditions for the emergence of women belonging to the new middle class.
Although these women did not necessarily own extensive tracts of land, they
possessed monetary income, administrative salaries, formally registered assets,
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or monetary inheritances. Particularly in cities such as Rasht and Lahijan, these
women used waqf as a means of allocating capital toward specific purposes
and establishing a legitimate presence in the public sphere.

The press of the Pahlavi period constituted one of the most important arenas
in which women’s social and charitable activities, including their involvement
in waqf, were represented. Although such coverage was not always systematic,
continuous, or free from discursive bias, an examination of national and local
newspapers indicates that women’s waqf, particularly in the fields of education,
healthcare, and public-benefit activities, gradually became a recognizable
subject within the public sphere. This development itself reflects a change in
women’s social position and the relative acceptance of their activities in the
public sphere, which had previously been regarded primarily as a male domain.
The emphasis on qualities such as self-sacrifice, motherhood, and service to
the nation demonstrates that the press represented women’s waqf activities
within the official Pahlavi discourse of progress, social order, and patriotism.
From a discourse-analytical perspective, the representation of women’s waqf
in the press exhibited several notable characteristics. First, the media generally
avoided addressing the legal and economic independence of female waqf
donors. Women’s ownership of endowed property and their deliberate decision
to establish waqf were rarely treated as subjects of substantive analysis; instead,
their actions were represented primarily as expressions of moral virtue or
philanthropy. Second, the press seldom addressed the conflicts or tensions
that existed between female waqf donors and state institutions, particularly the
Wagqf and Charitable Affairs Administration.

Conclusions

By focusing on female waqf donors in Gilan during the Pahlavi period and
examining the endowments established by 21 women, this study sought to
clarify the principal functions of women’s waqf and its relationship with the
religious and social needs of Gilanian society. The findings demonstrate that,
by allocating part of their property to public purposes, female waqf donors
participated in domains extending beyond the family and private property
ownership and transformed waqf into an instrument of participation in the
religious, social, and welfare life of their surrounding communities. According
to the research data, among the 21 female waqf donors, 10 women, equivalent to
47.6%, established endowments with predominantly religious functions, while
11 women, equivalent to 52.4%, established endowments with predominantly
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social functions. The corresponding chart confirms this distribution. Although
the statistical difference between the two groups is relatively small, the slight
predominance of socially oriented endowments is nevertheless significant,
as it indicates that women’s waqf in Gilan during the Pahlavi period was
not confined solely to financing religious rituals and activities; rather, it also
responded to the social and public needs of local communities. The religious
endowments established by Gilanian women reflect the continuity of religious
beliefs and the enduring significance of religious institutions in the local social
life of Gilan.
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