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Abstract

The present study investigates the social origins of endowments in Sari during the pre-Constitutional Qajar era
(1210-1324 AH), with a focus on the analysis of donors’ titles and occupations recorded in endowment
documents. Information concerning the donors and their fathers was extracted from 268 documents and analyzed
through qualitative content analysis of historical texts. The results indicate the participation of a wide spectrum
of social strata—from artisans, guild members, and merchants to religious scholars, local landowners, and
notable urban figures—in the process of endowment creation. The diversity of occupational and titular
references within the documents reflects the multi-layered social structure of traditional Sari society. The
inclusion of professions such as bezaz (cloth dealer), blacksmith, grocer, cloth weaver, perfumer, and merchant
highlights the key role of the urban middle classes in establishing endowments. Findings reveal that endowments
in Sari during the Qajar period served as both a means of reproducing individual and familial status and a mirror
of the city’s complex class hierarchy. With the active involvement of guilds, religious elites, women, and small-
scale landowners, endowment activity extended beyond the monopoly of the traditional elite and became a
dynamic mechanism for expressing class identity, reinforcing social cohesion, and reflecting pre-Constitutional
social change.
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Introduction

As one of the most enduring institutions in Islamic societies, waqf (endowment) has historically played
multifaceted roles in resource organization, wealth distribution, and the reproduction of social status. In Iran,
scholarly attention has often focused on its jurisprudential, economic, or religious dimensions; however,
endowment can also be understood as a socio-cultural mechanism linking religious practice with systems of
power, class, and identity. Examining endowment documents thus offers insights not only into legal or religious
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structures but also into the social fabric and internal power dynamics of a community.

Sari, a prominent administrative, religious, and political center in Mazandaran during the Qajar era, provides
an ideal case study for such an investigation. Its diverse population and layered social composition made it a
vibrant arena of civic and religious interaction. The pre-Constitutional endowment documents of Sari constitute a
valuable corpus for tracing class positions and social affiliations through the recorded titles and occupations of
donors and their fathers. These texts—imbued with formal legal language—Ilink personal, familial, and
institutional relationships and offer a mirror of the city’s social hierarchy.

Accordingly, this research addresses the question: To what extent do Sari’s pre-Constitutional endowment
documents reflect the class and social positions of donors, and what do they reveal about the broader social
structure and power relations of the time? By reconstructing donors’ social origins through an analysis of their
titles and occupations, this study clarifies the pattern of class participation in the institution of endowment and its
connection to urban power mechanisms. Preliminary findings suggest that, beyond religious or charitable
motives, endowment served as a social field for expressing class identity, establishing family status, and
engaging in the local power network.

Materials and Methods

Theoretically, this study draws upon historical sociology and perspectives that interpret religious institutions as
social actions embedded in power and class relations. In light of Vygotsky’s activity theory, individuals derive
self-understanding and identity through interactions within social and cultural structures; similarly, the act of
endowment reflects the interplay between personal piety, status aspirations, and institutional frameworks.

Two analytical concepts underpin the research:

1. Social origin — representing the donors’ class and status within the Qajar social hierarchy.

2. Titles and occupations — serving as empirical indicators of donors’ social standing and economic
function.

Occupations connect donors to systems of production and livelihood, while titles signify religious,
administrative, or familial prestige. Through systematic examination of these variables, a detailed reconstruction
of class composition and status reproduction in Qajar-era Sari becomes possible. Methodologically, this study
employs qualitative content analysis of 268 historical endowment documents preserved in the Archives of the
General Department of Endowments and Charity Affairs of Mazandaran. From each document, data concerning
the donor’s name, father’s name, title(s), and occupation(s) were extracted, categorized, and analyzed
thematically to reveal patterns of social origin and status continuity.

Research Findings
The findings indicate the participation of diverse social groups in the formation of endowments—from
traditional craftsmen (2azzaz, blacksmith, knifemaker, bookbinder, palandoz, attar, coppersmith, indigo seller) to
professionals (physician, swordsmith, sadr, muezzin). Mercantile occupations, such as merchant (15 cases) and
grocer (3 cases), held a prominent share, revealing the central role of the urban middle classes. The documents
also reference civil and military titles—such as biglerbeigi, sardar 20azzam al-dawlah, nazim, yuzbashi, and
solohan—particularly among donors’ fathers, signifying the involvement of privileged strata in the waqf process.
Analysis further highlights the intergenerational continuity of social status: inherited religious or honorific
titles (Sheikh, Mullah, Akhund) among donors’ fathers point to the transmission of symbolic capital and social
prestige across generations. In cases where both donor and father bear clerical titles, the preservation of religious
identity and family reputation is especially evident. Out of 268 documents, 83 include occupational data and 226
specify titles for donors. In 78 documents, donors’ fathers are named, with 37 specifying their occupations. This
distribution underscores the diversity of both professional and symbolic affiliations in the donor population.
Collectively, the data reveal that the waqf institution in Qajar Sari acted as a cross-class platform linking
guilds, religious communities, women, and local elites—serving as one of the key channels for civic
participation. The variety of titles and occupations mirrors the transitional and multi-tiered class structure of the
city on the eve of the Constitutional Revolution. Endowment practices, while rooted in long-standing religious
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traditions, also enabled broader social engagement and contributed to the formation of shared religious,
economic, and cultural spaces in the urban landscape.

Discussion of Results and Conclusion

The analysis demonstrates that endowment activities in Sari transcended individual or familial motives, exerting
wide-ranging effects on the city’s social, cultural, and economic structures. First, they fostered social solidarity
and local cohesion by addressing communal needs—supporting the poor, maintaining mosques, funding schools,
and sustaining religious and cultural institutions. Such activities nurtured mutual trust and inter-class
cooperation, particularly in a medium-sized urban context like Sari, and reinforced a sense of collective identity.

Second, endowments served as vehicles for the transmission of religious and moral values. The prevalence of
religious titles and occupations among benefactors reflects the intergenerational preservation of spiritual prestige
and the embedding of moral norms within the fabric of daily life. Third, endowments had significant economic
implications. Many were established in the form of markets, shops, agricultural lands, or financial assets that
simultaneously provided income for donors’ families and stimulated local economic activity. These endowments
generated employment, improved access to services, and mitigated inequalities—creating what may be termed
socioeconomic capital. Finally, the participation of female benefactors—though numerically smaller—had
symbolic importance, showcasing women’s agency in public and charitable spheres. Their involvement in
educational and religious projects expanded the boundaries of civic engagement and demonstrated the inclusive
potential of the wagf institution.

Overall, the endowments of Sari during the Qajar period functioned as both reflections and instruments of
social structure—linking piety, economy, and class identity. They not only reinforced local cohesion and
religious culture but also paved the way for broader civic participation, offering a nuanced understanding of
urban social dynamics on the eve of Iran’s Constitutional transformation.
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