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Abstract

Purpose: To analyze the role of SarT merchants’ waqf in financing religious and social affairs during the
Qajar period, based on waqf documents. This study primarily addresses how SarT merchants contributed to
the support and management of religious and social affairs through the institution of wagf, and investigates

the motivations and socio-economic functions of these activities.

Method and Research Design: This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, based on Qajar-era
wagf deeds of SarT merchants. Data regarding properties and donors’ intentions were extracted from the

archival documents and analyzed using qualitative content analysis.

Findings and Conclusion: Analysis of Qajar documents reveals that Sarl merchants financed a wide range
of religious and social needs by wagqf-ing diverse properties—including shops, gardens, villages, caravanse-
rais, hammams, mills, and houses. The main purposes of these wagqfs included organizing religious cere-
monies such as mourning rituals for Imam al-Husayn (AS), commemorations of other Imams, supporting
pilgrims to holy shrines, providing alms to the poor and wayfarers, assisting students, and funding religious
texts. They also included maintenance of religious and public buildings. Thus, waqf in the Qajar period was
not merely a religious act for SarT merchants, but also a tool for social engagement and support of religious

and communal affairs.
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Introduction

During the Qajar dynasty (1789-1925), the institution of waqf (endowment)
emerged as a pivotal mechanism for financing both religious and social affairs with-
in the urban centers of Iran. This system, deeply rooted in Islamic tradition, allowed
individuals, particularly the burgeoning merchant class, to dedicate assets for the
perpetual benefit of the community. The city of Sari, situated in the economically
vibrant Mazandaran province, provides a compelling case study for understanding
the intricate relationship between the wagqf institution, the merchant elite, and the
organization of Shiite religious ceremonies. The Qajar period witnessed significant
urban growth and increasing commercial activity in Sari, fostering a class of pros-
perous merchants who actively participated in community life. Their endowments
were not merely acts of charity but also served as strategic investments aimed at so-
lidifying their social standing, enhancing their religious legitimacy, and contributing
to the overall stability of the urban environment.

This study seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of the role merchants played in
financing social and religious life in Qajar Sari through the lens of their endowment
practices. It aims to move beyond a general understanding of endowments to ex-
amine the specific types of properties endowed, their designated uses, and the social
and economic implications of these philanthropic endeavors. By carefully studying
primary historical data— specifically, endowment deeds and archival records - this
study intends to quantitatively and qualitatively assess the extent and nature of mer-
chant contributions to the city’s religious and social infrastructure. The findings will
shed light on how these endowments fostered a network of resources that sustained
religious institutions, supported vulnerable populations, and contributed to the
maintenance of social order in a rapidly changing urban landscape. Understanding
the dynamics of merchant endowments in Sari during this period offers valuable
insights into the broader socio-economic and religious transformations that charac-

terized Qajar Iran.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical research methodology, primarily relying
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on the examination of historical documents pertaining to merchant endowments in
Sari during the Qajar period. The primary source material consists of endowment
deeds (waqfnameh) and official endowment files (daftar-e waqf) dating from 1256 to
1340 AH (1937-1921 CE). These documents, preserved in archival repositories and
private collections, provide detailed information regarding the donors, the proper-
ties endowed, the designated beneficiaries, and the specific purposes for which the
endowments were established. The research process involved careful extraction and
classification of relevant data from these documents, focusing on identifying the
types of endowed assets (e.g., shops, land, buildings), the intended beneficiaries (e.g.,
religious institutions, charitable organizations, individuals), and the specified uses
of the endowments (e.g., religious ceremonies, social welfare activities, educational
purposes).

In addition to primary source analysis, the study incorporates secondary sources,
including existing scholarly works on Qajar history, Islamic endowments, and the
social and economic history of Iran. These secondary sources are utilized to provide
contextual background information, analyze the broader social and economic land-
scape of Sari during the Qajar period, and interpret the significance of the endow-
ment practices within their historical context. The analysis involves both quantitative
assessment — counting and categorizing the different types of endowments and their
associated expenditures — and qualitative interpretation — examining the textual con-
tent of the endowment documents to understand the motivations of the donors and
the social and religious dynamics of the time. This multi-faceted approach allows for
a comprehensive understanding of the role of merchant endowments in shaping the

social and religious fabric of Qajar Sari.

Results and Discussion

The analysis of endowment documents reveals a remarkable diversity in the types of
properties endowed by merchants in Sari during the specified period. While com-
mercial properties such as shops and caravanserais formed a significant portion of
the endowments, substantial contributions also came in the form of agricultural

land, orchards, villages, baths, water mills, and residential houses. This broad spec-
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trum of assets indicates a widespread engagement of the merchant class in philan-
thropic activities. The designated uses of these endowments were equally varied,
reflecting the multifaceted nature of social and religious needs within the city.

A prominent feature of the endowments was their dedication to religious ceremo-
nies and activities. Numerous endowments were specifically established to fund
mourning rituals for Imam Hussein (a.s.) during Muharram, including the provi-
sion of food for mourners (nazri), the payment for religious reciters and musicians,
and the maintenance of places for communal gatherings. Endowments also played
a vital role in facilitating religious practices such as the distribution of iftar (fast-
breaking meal) during the month of Ramadan, and the support of religious scholars
and students.

Beyond religious functions, a significant portion of the endowments aimed at ad-
dressing social welfare needs. These included providing assistance to the poor and
needy, supporting students and pilgrims traveling to holy shrines, and contributing
to the upkeep of mosques and religious schools. The endowments for mosques and
schools often covered expenses for light, fuel, and the purchase of religious texts,
highlighting the merchants’ commitment to the educational and spiritual well-being
of the community.

The structure of many endowments indicates a clear intent to create sustainable
sources of revenue for specific purposes. For instance, shops endowed for religious
causes would generate ongoing income through rental fees, ensuring the continued
provision of services. This demonstrates a pragmatic approach to philanthropy, com-
bining religious devotion with economic efficiency. Furthermore, the study reveals
that many endowments were meticulously documented and officially registered,
reflecting a sophisticated legal and administrative framework for managing these
charitable resources. The act of endowing was not solely driven by religious obliga-
tion; it also served as a powerful means of enhancing the social prestige and religious

legitimacy of the donors within the urban community.

Conclusion

Merchant endowments played an indispensable role in financing religious ceremo-
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nies and social affairs in Qajar Sari. Through the strategic allocation of their wealth,
the merchant class established a robust system of charitable giving that directly con-
tributed to the sustenance of religious institutions, the support of vulnerable popula-
tions, and the maintenance of social order within the city. These endowments were
not merely financial contributions but represented a deep-seated commitment to
the religious and communal well-being of Sari. The study demonstrates that the
intersection of religion, economy, and social prestige was a defining characteristic
of Qajar urban life, with merchant philanthropy serving as a crucial mechanism
for navigating these complex dynamics. The findings of this study provide valuable
insights into the historical role of Islamic endowments in shaping urban societies in
Iran and offer a nuanced understanding of the socio-economic and religious land-
scape of Qajar-era Sari. This experience serves as a significant case study for broader
research in religious economics, the sociology of religion, and the history of philan-

thropy in the Islamic world.
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