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analyzed accordingly. Scholars, such as al-Maqrīzī (764-845/1364-1442), had access to 

documents that no longer survive and might provide tantalizing clues to modern historians. Al-

Maqrīzī and other scholars often provide detailed information on endowments that prove the 

validity of these sources.16 

Modern Scholarship 

 

Although the issue of pious endowments has long been a part of Arabic scholarly 

literature it is not until the last several decades that in-depth analysis of this institution has 

occurred. L. A. Mayers’s published monograph on the endowment of Sultan Qāytbāy offered the 

possibility to study these important documents for various fields, especially architectural 

studies.17 During the 1950’s at Cairo University, the Egyptian scholar ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Ibrāhīm 

began modern studies on Mamluk pious endowments with his seminal and pioneering studies. 

His encouragement of graduate students in this field led to research of several institutions.18 

Muḥammad Muḥammad Amīn’s work in the 1980’s on waqf during the Mamluk period remains 

the authoritative work in the field.19 

                                                      
16 A study on the validity of such information has yet to be done, although they would have intimate knowledge and 
access to such records due to their training and the positions they held. The historian al-Maqrīzī in particular often 
states figures and stipulations from endowment deeds.  
17 L. A. Mayer, The Buildings of Qāytbāy as Described in His Endowment Deed (London: A. Probsthain, 1938).  
18 Unfortunately many of these were never published and sit waiting to be used at Cairo University’s Central 
Library. See bibliography in: Muḥammad Muḥammad Amīn, Fihrist wathā'iq al-Qāhirah hatṭā nihāyat ̀asr Ṣalātị̄n al-
Mamālīk (Cairo: al-Màhad al-̀Ilmī al-Firinsī lil-Āthār al-Sharqīyah, 1981). 
19 Muhammad Muhammad Amīn, al-Awqāf wa-al-hạyāh al-ijtimāʻīyah fī Misṛ, 648-923 H / 1250-1517: dirāsah 
tārīkhīyah wathāʼiqīyah (al-Qāhirah: Dār al-Nahdạh al-ʻArabīyah, 1980). For the standard catalogue of Mamluk waqf 
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 More recent scholarship has shown an increased use of endowment documents which 

generally tend to follow four different trends. The first trend generally utilizes a wider range of 

endowment deeds to study institutions and urban areas. Examples of this type of scholarship are 

Leonora Fernandes’ authoritative work on the khānqāh institution during the Mamluk 

period,20Adam Sabra’s dissertational work on poverty and charity in Mamluk Egypt,21 and  

Jonathan Berkey’s engaging study on educational institutions in Mamlūk Cairo.22 The second 

trend in waqf scholarship focuses more on its political and financial aspects. Carl Petry’s study on 

the endowments of sultans Qāytbāy and al-Ghūrī have shown that the institution of waqf was 

manipulated for personal financial gain.23 Lucian Reinfrandt’s study of al-Muʿayyad Aḥmad, son 

of sultan al-Ashraf Īnāl, who succeeded his father as sultan for a few months enabled modern 

                                                                                                                                                                           
documents in Cairo archives see his: Fihrist wathā'iq al-Qāhirah hatṭā nihāyat ̀asr Ṣalātị ̄n al-Mamālīk (al-Qāhirah: al-
Màhad al- ̀Ilmī al-Firinsī lil-Āthār al-Sharqīyah, 1981). 
20 Eleonora Fernandes, The Evolution of a Sufi Institution in Mamluk Egypt: the Khanqah (Berlin: Schwarz, 1988). Also 
see her: "Istibdal: The Game of Exchange and Its Impact on the Urbanization of Mamluk Cairo," in The Cairo 
Heritage: Essays in Honor of Laila Ali Ibrahim, ed. Doris Behrens-Abouseif (Cairo and New York: The American 
University in Cairo Press, 2000), 203-222. 
21 Adam Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam: Mamluk Egypt, 1250-1517 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000). 
22 Jonathan Berkey, The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: a Social History of Islamic Education (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
23 Carl F. Petry, "Waqf as an Instrument of Investment in the Mamluk Sultanate: Security vs. Profit?," in Slave Elites 
in the Middle East and Africa: A Comparative Study, ed. Toru Miura and John Edward Philips (London: Kegan Paul 
International, 2000), 99-115. Also see his: "The Estate of al-Khuwand Fāṭima al-Khaṣṣbakiyya: Royal Spouse, 
Autonomous Investor," in The Mamluks in Egyptian and Syrian Politics and Society, ed. Amalia Levanoni and Michael 
Winter (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 277-294. Idem.,"Fractionalized Estates in a Centralized Regime: The Holdings of al-
Ashraf Qāytbāy and Qānṣūh al-Ghawrī According to Their Waqf Deeds," Journal of the Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 41, no. 1 (1998): 96-117.  
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scholars to understand how pious endowments created a security buffer for royal offspring.24 

Finally, Jean-Claude Garcin and Mustafa Taher’s work on the endowment of Jawhār al-Lāla 

illustrated how endowments were used as a complex financial tool.25 More importantly their 

work illustrates that Mamluk donors, or more likely their administrative staff, were able to 

calculate intricate financial equations in order to create lucrative endowments. The third trend 

uses endowment deeds to enrich architectural studies. These studies usually focus on a single 

institution and only provide partial publishing of waqf documents.26 The fourth trend focuses on 

jurisprudence issues regarding endowments. These generally focus on early legal opinions before 

the Mamlūk period, with the exception of Yehoshua Frenkel’s recent work. 27 The final trend is 

usually a detailed study of a single entire waqf deed (i.e. as a legal deed). 28 However, there is 

                                                      
24 Lucian Reinfandt, “Religious Endowments and Succession to Rule: The Career of a Sultan's Son in the Fifteenth 
Century.” MSR VI (2002): 51-70. This work is based on his doctoral research: Mamlukische Sultansstiftungen des 
9./15. Jahrhunderts : nach den Urkunden der Stifter al-Ašraf Īnāl und al-Muʼayyad Aḥmad ibn Īnāl (Berlin : Klaus 
Schwarz, 2003). 
25 Jean-Claude Garcin and Mustafa Anouar Taher, "Enquête sur le financement d'un waqf égyptien du XVe siècle: 
Les comptes de Jawhār Al-lāla," Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 38, (1995): 262-304. 
26 For example see: J. Dobrowolski, "The Funerary Complex of Amīr Kabīr Qurqumas in Cairo," in Egypt and Syria in 
the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras II, Proceedings of the 4th and 5th International Colloquium, ed. Urbain 
Vermeulen and Daniel Smet. Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, May 1995 and 1996. (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 
1998), 265-282. Although there are exceptions to this see: Sylvie Denoix et al., Le Khan al-Khalili et ses environs: un 
centre commercial et artisanal au Caire du XIII° au XX° siècle (Le Caire: Institut français d'archéologie orientale, 1999). 
This study used a variety of endowment deeds to study the evolution of Khān al-Khalīl̄ī. 
27 See: Muhammad Zubair Abbasi, “The Classical Islamic Law of Waqf: A Concise Introduction,” Arab Law Quarterly 
26 (2012): 121-153. Also: Peter Hennigan, The Birth of a Legal Institution: the Formation of the Waqf in Third Century 
A.H. Ḥanafī Legal Discourse (Boston: Brill, 2004). Yehoshua Frenkel, Ḍawʾ al-sārī li-maʿrifat ḫabar Tamīm al-Dārī: On 
Tamīm al-Dārī and His Waqf in Hebron (Leiden: Brill, 2014). 
28 Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Sattār ʿUthmān, Wathīqat Waqf Jamāl al-Dīn Yūsuf al-Ustādār: Dirāsah Tārīkhīyah Atharīyah 
Wathāʾiqīyah (Alexandria: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1983). ʿImād Badr al-Dīn Maḥmūd Abū Ghāzī, “Wathāʾiq al-Sulṭān al-
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general consensus that the Mamluk elite had mainly materialistic motives for creating pious 

endowments. However, these studies have not yet exhausted all the avenues of inquiry into how 

this malleable institution operated with such frequency and for such a monumental duration. 

This is most likely due to the small number of published waqf documents in their entirety and 

the obsessive effort needed to transcribe an entire endowment deed. The majority of those that 

are published are not published in their entirety usually only referring to the physical 

descriptions of the institution’s building(s), property endowed or salaries of employees.29 

However several scholars have argued for a more inclusive approach to the complex 

phenomena of awqāf. Yehoshua Frenkel has argued that not only was awqāf used by the Mamluk 

elite to generate prestige but also used as “a device to establish its hegemony.”30 This device was 

used in a variety of ways: to gather political support from the religious establishment31, providing 

social services and providing for the general welfare32, creating networks linking urban areas 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Ashraf Ṭūmān Bāy: Dirāsah wa-Taḥqīq wa-Nashr li-Baʿḍ Wathāʾiq al-Waqf wa-al-Bayʿ wa-al-Istibdāl” (Ph.D. diss, Cairo 
University, 1988). Aḥmad Darrāj, Ḥujjat Waqf al-Ashraf Barsbāy (Cairo: Institut Français d'Archéologie Orientale, 
1963). Howyda N. al-Harithy, Kitāb Waqf al-Sulṭān al-Nāṣir Ḥasan ibn Muḥammad ibn Qalāwūn ʿalá Madrasatih bil-
Rumaylah (Beirut: In Kommiss. bei Das Arabische Buch, 2001). Daisuke Igarashi, "The Private Property 
and Awqāf of the Circassian Mamluk Sultans: The Case of Barqūq," Orient (Nippon Oriento Gakkai) 43, (2008): 
167-196. 
29 An example would be Muḥammad Muḥammad Amīn’s, "Wathāʾiq Waqf al-Sulṭān al-Nāṣir Muḥammad ibn 
Qalāwūn," in Tadhkirat al-Nabīh fī Ayyām al-Manṣūr wa-Banīh, ed. Muḥammad Muḥammad Amīn (Cairo: al-Hayʾah 
al-Miṣrīyah al-ʿĀmmah lil-Kitāb, 1982), 329-448. 
30 Yehoshua Frenkel, "Awqāf in Mamluk Bilād al-Shām," MSR XIII, no. 1 (2009): 153. 
31 Ibid., 153. 
32 Ibid., 160-161. 



16 
 

with rural33, but most importantly to finance the embodiment of the regime’s ideology and image 

of power.34 Igarashi Daisuke also put forth a similar argument that the “waqfization” of iqṭāʿāt was 

“a vehicle for sustaining their power and rule, through which they acquired financial and social 

influences.”35 However Daisuke argues that it is during the Burji period and the declining iqṭāʿ 

system that forced the Mamluks to utilize pious endowments to sustain their declining resources.   

This study’s thesis examines how pious endowments were used as a mechanism to gain 

power or influence by the donor but argues it was the centralizing forces of the late thirteenth 

century and the political developments of the fourteenth century that drove the Mamluk elite to 

increasingly utilize pious endowments. The growing use of endowments created the 

“waqfization” trend that became so pronounced during the Burji period. The Bahri period is 

particularly relevant for such a study because it offers a unique view on the development of this 

institution because of the large amount of documentary evidence (in the form of endowment 

deeds and contemporary histories) and the constant change in state politics. While some scholars 

argue that the Islamic world reached its nadir before the disintegration of the Abbasid caliphate 

and Islamic law became static, the Mamluk period refutes this. Mamluk period legal experts 

wrote treatises discussing the legality of creating private endowments (awqāf al-ahliyya) from 

state lands, ones that benefit family members, and the validity of the new state structure (i.e. rule 

                                                      
33 Ibid., 161-162. 
34 Ibid., 163. 
35 Igarashu Daisuke, Land Tenure and Mamlūk Waqfs (Bonn: EB Verlag, 2014), 40. 
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by convert former slaves).36  These hotly contested issues and the development of socio-political 

system attest to a vibrant and confident society. 

 
  

                                                      
36 Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al-Balāṭunusī (851-935/1447-1529), Taḥrīr al-Maqāl fīmā Yaḥill wa-Yaḥrum min 
Bayt al-Māl, ed. Fatḥ Allāh Muḥammad Ghāzī al-Ṣabbāgh (Mansura: Dār al-Wafāʾ, 1989). 
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The Political Milieu of the Late Bahri Period 
  

It is impossible to understand the development of pious endowments in the Mamluk 

Empire without understanding the political system in which they developed. As an institution, 

which naturally revolved around the issue of power, it is important to understand how it was 

affected by contemporary issues to understand its development. One of the primary components 

of the endowment was the agricultural land that provided financial and material support for the 

endowment. Since assignment of agricultural land was the prerogative of the state, the fate of 

endowments would always be inextricably tied to the political situation of the period. The 

evolving political structure of the Mamluk state would influence the evolution of pious 

endowments, at least in regards to the endowments made by the Mamluk elite. After the death of 

the last Ayyubid sultan in 647/1249, the Mamluk “state” had been adapting [ad-hoc] to the 

situation on the ground. In fact, this “consciously perceived and carefully formulated Mamluk 

system, (which) became the structural backbone of a new and long lived polity and political 

culture”, was not developed until the latter part of the thirteenth century, when the Mamluk state 

actually began to take shape.37 

 The fourteenth century would be largely influenced by the reigns of two 

thirteenth-century rulers, Sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars al-Bunduqdārī (r. 658-676/1260-1270) and 

al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī (r. 678-689/1279-1290). The evolving Mamluk political structure 

                                                      
37 Nasser Rabbat, Mamluk History Through Architecture, 5. 
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they consolidated during their respective reigns would heavily influence the next century.38 In 

this evolving political structure, the sultan theoretically held supreme power alongside a new 

institutionalized Mamluk seniority. Qalāwūn’s investiture diploma (as well as those of his two 

sons: al-Ṣāliḥ ʿAlī and al-Ashraf Khalīl) was also a contract between the sultan and the Ṣāliḥī 

amirs, whom had brought him to power in the first place, that guaranteed their status in return 

for their support.39 This balance could be mastered by someone in Qalāwūn’s position coming to 

the throne matured and battle tested.40 But this balance could not be maintained if one of either 

group became overly powerful as would be the case for much of the fourteenth century. The 

descendants of Qalāwūn would be placed on the throne by generally more experienced amirs, 

causing the delicate political structure that evolved from the policies of Baybars and Qalāwūn to 

unravel causing political instability.41 The next sultan, al-Ashraf Khalīl was murdered when the 

Mamluk magnates felt their status threatened. The following seventeen years saw political 

                                                      
38 Linda Northrup, From Slave to Sultan: the Career of Al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn and the Consolidation of Mamluk Rule in 
Egypt and Syria 678-689 A.H./1279-1290 A.D. (Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 1998), 162-166. The centralization and 
militarization of the state by al-Ṣālih Ayyūb provided a model for Sultan Baybars. This model would be expanded 
upon by Sultan al-Qalāwūn. 
39 Ibid., 302-303. 
40 Qalāwūn became sultan at the age of 60 as well. 
41 Jo Van Steenbergen, “”Is Anyone My Guardian …?” Mamlūk Under-Age Rule and the Later Qalāwūnids," Al-
Masāq 19, no. 1 (2007): 55-65. Van Steenbergen offers an in-depth study of the age and situation of enthronement 
for each of the Qalāwūnid rulers from the death of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad till the reign of Barqūq. Although the main 
point of his article is to articulate the “Qalāwūnid reflex” and and to dispel the idea that weak and young Qalāwūnid 
offspring installed on the throne, it is impossible to escape the fact they were always much less experienced than the 
amīrs. For a look at the succession machinations of various actors at the end of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s reign see: Jo 
Van Steenbergen, "Mamluk Elite on the Eve of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad's Death (1341): A Look behind the Scenes of 
Mamluk Politics," MSR IX, no. 2 (2005): 173-199. 


