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of the Endowments of the Jame' Mosque of Zanjan
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Abstract

Purpose: Following the construction of the Jame Mosque of Zanjan during the Qajar era, the
management of its endowments was left to ‘Abdullah Dara, while its custodianship was given to
Sayyid Muhammad Mujtahid Husayni. After their deaths, their descendants had a long contro-
versy over the custodianship, with the Dara family attempting to seize control and the Husayni
family attempting to keep it within their household. The paper, while elaborating on the contro-
versies among the claimant groups and examining the accompanying conflicts and crises, poses
the fundamental question of which family and individuals rightfully had custodianship of the

profitable endowments of the Jame Mosque of Zanjan.

Method and Research Design: The article's research method is historical research, conducted
through a library-based approach and founded on documents in governmental, private, personal,
and Zanjani family archives, with a descriptive-analytical model being utilized to investigate the

subject.

Findings and Conclusion: After careful examination of the documents of the families feign-
ing custodianship of the Jame* Mosque, the waqf deed of the Dara family—preserved by the
offspring of one of the previous stewards named Damadi—is proved to be forged. In contrast,
several waqf deeds of the Husayni Zanjani family, as custodians and Friday prayer leaders of the
mosque, are proven valid. According to the results, in three instances, rulings of the Department
for Wagf Research and the Committee for the Review of the Jame Mosque's Endowment Docu-
ments under the Pahlavi regime (Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah) and in the early post-
revolutionary period confirmed the hereditary guardianship of the Husayni Zanjani family over

the endowments of the mosque.
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Introduction:

Congregational mosques (masajid jame‘) have not only religious but also been sig-
nificant centers of teaching religious sciences since the Islamic period. The founders of
these institutions, with the aim of sustaining the teachers and students and preventing
structural decay, generally endowed them with vast waqf properties. The endowments
were done with the aim of giving continuity to religious education and mosque mainte-
nance. The Jame ' Mosque of Zanjan was constructed under the reign of Fath-All Shah
Qajar by Prince ‘Abdullah Mirza Dara, the governor of the Khamsa region, who also
established a madrasa for the education of theological students. In view of the mosque's
dimensions and its educational mission, deserving endowments—like two villages and
some business buildings close to the mosque—were assigned. Guardianship of these
properties was entrusted to Prince ‘Abdullah Mirza Dara, and custodianship (tawli-
yat) in those of Sayyid Muhammad Mujtahid Sardani. During the first decades of the
mosque, no disputes over the endowments were recorded. But following the death of
the initial overseers and custodians, their heirs became embroiled in prolonged conflict
over control of the waqf properties.

The Dara family argued that, according to the first waqf deed, custodianship after Sayy-
id Muhammad Sardani was to be transferred—Dby the appointment of a supervisor—to
one of the prominent scholars of Zanjan. The Husayni family, on the basis of inherited
documents and tradition, argued that custodianship was to remain within their family
and pass to the eldest and most senior member of Sayyid SardanT's descendants. The
large revenues of these endowments propelled the rivalry, attracting other social groups
who aligned themselves with either family for their own purposes. The struggle, which
passed through periods of intensification and relative calm, persisted from the Naser1
era until after the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

This paper examines the dispute's historical background, the legal and family argu-
ments of the contesting parties, and the broader socio-political dynamics involved. It
seeks, ultimately, to resolve the paramount question: Who, by historical record and
legal convention, held rightful guardianship over the Jame® Mosque of Zanjan's en-

dowments?
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Materials and Methods

This study has pursued a historical research methodology with a descriptive-analytical
approach, relying primarily on archival and documentary sources. The initial phase of
data collection involved in-depth study of family archives of prominent Zanjani fami-
lies. Thousands of documents—particularly those concerning the family of the Friday
prayer leader (imam-jum‘a), as well as objects preserved in the Mehraneh Museum
of Zanjan and other family collections—were examined systematically. These papers
range from the Qajar period to the recent decades and reflect various forms of involve-
ment, influence, and participation in the affairs of the Jame* Mosque of Zanjan. Fol-
lowing the preliminary archival reconnaissance, the relevant materials were extracted
and inventororied by copious note-taking and thematic indexing. The research was
subsequently supplemented by drawing on official government agency documents,
published journals, books, and scholarly articles addressing the mosque's historical,
legal, and social dimensions.

The design of the research is qualitative and documentary in nature. It draws on pri-
mary sources found in public and private archives, including government offices, local
institutions, and personal collections. Triangulation of sources was given emphasis to
ensure historical accuracy and interpretive nuance. By integrating data from various
repositories and cross-referencing familial claims with institutional records, the study
aims to trace the genealogical, legal, and administrative trajectories of guardianship
over the mosque's endowments. In doing this, it enables a nuanced understanding of
the socio-political processes at stake in the disputes and provides an evidence-based

basis for determining the legitimacy of competing claims.

Results and Discussion

There were no official records of illegal acquisition of custodianship, suspicious financial
activities, or questionable spending until the death of Prince ‘Abdullah Mirza Dar3, the
first appointed supervisor, and Sayyid Muhammad Sardani, the first custodian of the
Jame* Mosque of Zanjan. This period appears to have been one of relative administra-

tive stability and transparency in the management of the mosque's endowed property.
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But when the second custodian, Mirza ‘Abd al-Wasi' Husayni Zanjani, passed away
in 1291 AH, and shortly thereafter the second supervisor, Muhsin Mirza Mirakhur,
passed away in 1292 AH, a disputed dispute among their offspring emerged over custo-
dianship of the endowments of the mosque. Several factors conspired to exacerbate this
dispute, including illness, educational obligations, geographical distance, and the appar-
ent failure of the current custodians—Mirza Abil al-Fada'il, the Friday prayer leader,
and his son Mirza Mahmiid Husayni Zanjani—to follow up on the mosque business.
These shortcomings were used as a pretext by the supervisors to attempt to challenge
the legitimacy of the Husayni family custodianship.

It seems that allegations of financial misconduct, particularly those leveled against
imams such as Mirza ‘Abd al-Wasi* by the Dara family, along with the considerable
material value of the endowments of the mosque—particularly in a relatively small city
such as Zanjan—moved various groups and individuals to attempt to gain custodian-
ship. With full awareness of the strategic and economic significance of these waqf assets,
each party sought to advance its interests by invoking available documentation and
asserting legal or familial claims. The goal was not merely symbolic; control over the
endowments offered tangible means to address personal and communal needs.

The disputes and rivalries persisted from the lifetime of Mirza Abii al-Fada’il through
the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi. Each claimant, supported by followers and armed with
available documents, sought to legitimize their position and obtain custodianship. The
inauguration of the official Waqf Office of the Khamsa province was a turning point in
the conflict. The physical assault on Mir Mustafa, the then director of the Waqf Office,
and his flight to Tehran marked the profundity of the crisis and the institutional crisis
it embodied. Later, with Muhammad I'tizad RazanT's appointment as director of the
Department of Education and Endowments of Khamsa during the mid-Pahlavi era,
there was a more serious and concerted effort at investigating the state of the mosque's
endowments. This administrative intervention significantly affected the trajectory of
the custodianship dispute and led to the issuance of several decisions regarding rightful

management of the Jame* Mosque's wagf properties.
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Conclusion

A critical examination of the documentary record preserved by the families contesting
custodianship of the Jame* Mosque of Zanjan reveals fundamental defects in the waqf
documents attributed to the Dara family. The sole surviving copy of the waqf deed,
which is now in the possession of the descendants of one of the earlier stewards by the
name of Damadi, contains structural and legal defects that undermine its authentic-
ity. In contrast, some transcriptions of waqf deeds maintained by the Husayni Zanjan1
family—who have long been Friday prayer leaders and custodians of the mosque—
manifest greater textual coherence and adherence to standard legal conventions.

The contentious document in the Dara archive is not properly authenticated, with flaws
in the allocation of endowed expenditures and the use of an unauthenticated seal at-
tributed to the Friday prayer leader. These issues raise serious questions about its prov-
enance and legal status. Archival research confirms that the hereditary guardianship of
the Husayni Zanjani family was legally acknowledged on three separate occasions by
the Department of Wagqf Investigations and the Committee for Endowment Document
Review. These rulings—issued under the periods of Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza
Shah, as well as in the immediate post-revolutionary period—confirm the Husayni
family's argument and, in effect, destroy the probative value of the Dara family's con-

tentious deed.
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