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Abstract

In pursuit of political centralization, administrative restructuring, and the establishment of
modern foundations of governance, the First Pahlavi state implemented a seties of institutional
reforms. One of the important arenas of these reforms was the institution of wagf. By revising
and reorganizing waqf regulations, the Pahlavi government created conditions for supervising
and directing endowment revenues within the framework of state policies. The Waqf Law of
1934 can be considered one of the key elements in the institutional reorganization of waqf and
the expansion of the executive capacity of the First Pahlavi state. Drawing on the concept of
the infrastructural power of the state, this article seeks to answer the question of how the Waqgf
Law of 1934 created the conditions for directing part of endowment resources toward the health
and medical sector during the First Pahlavi era. The findings indicate that the First Pahlavi state,
through reorganizing waqf regulations, establishing supervisory mechanisms over endowments,
determining the status of endowments with unspecified or impracticable purposes, and allocating
part of their revenues to public affairs, expanded and strengthened its infrastructural power. As a
result of this enhanced infrastructural capacity, the state was able to integrate dispersed and locally
managed wagf resources into its bureaucratic network and employ them in line with its objectives,
including the development of health and medical services. Within this framework, endowments
contributed to the construction, completion, and administration of hospitals, the financing of
medical institutions, public health education, and preventive measures. Nevertheless, this process
was accompanied by challenges such as disputes over revenue allocation and resistance from
certain custodians and local actors. This study adopts a descriptive-analytical method and is based
on administrative documents, laws and regulations, the proceedings of the National Consultative
Assembly, press reports, and library sources.
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Introduction

The developments of the early decades of the fourteenth century SH (twentieth
century CE) represent one of the most important stages in the formation of
the modern state in Iran. In pursuit of political centralization, the First Pahlavi
government implemented a series of institutional reforms in areas such as
finance, education, public health, and endowments (waqf), aiming to reconstruct
administrative structures and establish new foundations of governance. The
primary objective of these reforms was to create a centralized state capable
of penetrating different spheres of society and implementing public policies
throughout the country.

Within this context, the institution of waqf—one of the most significant
economic and social mechanisms in Iranian society—became an important
focus of state reform policies. For centuries, waqf had supported charitable
activities such as schools, mosques, hospitals, and other service institutions
and had organized a broad network of properties and revenues within society.
However, the administration of endowments in earlier periods largely relied
on local trusteeship with limited governmental supervision, and a considerable
portion of waqf resources was managed outside the state’s formal administrative
structures.

During the First Pahlavi period, alongside policies of administrative
centralization and institutional modernization, the government attempted to
place the waqf institution within a new bureaucratic framework through legal
reforms. The enactment of the Endowment Law of 1934 (1313 SH) and its
executive bylaw in 1935 (1314 SH) marked an important turning point in this
process. By establishing mechanisms for the registration, supervision, and
auditing of endowments, the law enabled the state to oversee the administration
and use of waqf revenues and allowed part of these resources to be directed
toward areas such as public health, charitable activities, and medical services.
Accordingly, this article examines how the Endowment Law of 1934 facilitated
the direction of part of waqf resources toward the health and medical sector
during the First Pahlavi period. The study argues that reforms in the waqf
system formed part of a broader process of state-building and strengthening
governmental administrative capacity, enabling the integration of traditional
endowment resources with emerging public health policies.
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Materials and Methods

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on archival documents
and library sources. The main sources include waqf laws and executive bylaws,
the proceedings of the National Consultative Assembly, administrative records of
the Ministry of Education and Endowments, newspaper reports from the 1930s,
and scholarly studies related to the history of waqf and public health in Iran.
The theoretical framework of the research is based on Michael Mann’s concept
of infrastructural power. Mann distinguishes between two forms of state
power: despotic power and infrastructural power. Despotic power refers to the
ability of state elites to make decisions independently of social forces, whereas
infrastructural power refers to the capacity of the state to penetrate society and
implement policies through networks of institutions, administrative instruments,
financial mechanisms, and systems of supervision. According to Mann, the
strength of the modern state depends less on despotic authority and more on
the expansion of infrastructural power and the organization of social resources.
In this study, the Endowment Law of 1934 is examined as one of the instruments
that strengthened the infrastructural power of the state. Through the registration
of endowments, the creation of auditing procedures, supervision over trustees,
and the determination of the status of certain endowments without clearly
specified purposes, the Pahlavi government was able to place part of the
traditional resources of waqf within a new administrative framework.

Result and Discussion

The findings of this research indicate that the Endowment Law of 1934
and its executive bylaw of 1935 created the conditions for expanding state
supervision over endowments and allocating part of their revenues to public
services. By introducing mechanisms for registration, auditing, and oversight,
the law enabled a portion of waqf resources to become integrated into the
government’s health and medical policies.

The role of waqf in the health sector during this period can be observed in
three main areas. The first was participation in the development of medical
infrastructure. Historical documents show that trevenues from certain
endowments were used for the construction, completion, and maintenance
of hospitals and infirmaries. This involvement indicates that endowments,
alongside state funds, contributed to the expansion of healthcare infrastructure.
The second area was the financial support of hospitals and medical services.
Part of the revenues from endowments was allocated to operational expenses
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such as hospital maintenance, the purchase of medicines and medical
equipment, the payment of physicians’ and medical staff salaries, and the
general administration of healthcare facilities. The third area concerned the
use of endowment resources in health education and preventive measures. A
portion of waqf revenues was used to organize sermons and public lectures
on health-related themes, publish medical and scientific materials, hold public
conferences on hygiene and public health, and support preventive measures
against infectious diseases. These activities demonstrate that health policies
during this period also emphasized public education and disease prevention.
At the same time, the use of waqf resources in the health sector faced several
challenges. Disagreements over the allocation of revenues, resistance from
some trustees and local actors, uncertainties regarding the legal status of certain
endowed properties, and tensions between the traditional autonomy of waqf
and expanding state supervision were among the main obstacles. Despite
these limitations, waqf reforms ultimately enabled the partial integration of
endowment resources into the institutional framework of public health and
strengthened the state’s administrative capacity in healthcare.

Conclusions

The Endowment Law of 1934 and its executive bylaw formed part of the
broader efforts of the First Pahlavi government to reorganize institutions
and strengthen administrative centralization. By establishing mechanisms for
the registration, auditing, and supervision of endowments, the law created
conditions under which part of waqf revenues could be incorporated into state
public policies and used in areas such as public health and medical services.

Evidence shows that during the First Pahlavi period, a portion of endowment
revenues was used for developing healthcare infrastructure, supporting hospitals
and medical services, and promoting health education and preventive measures.
This development indicates that the government sought not to eliminate
the institution of waqf but to reorganize it within a modern administrative
framework and utilize its economic potential for expanding public services.

Nevertheless, the implementation of these policies faced several tensions.
Resistance from some trustees, disputes over revenue allocation, and legal
ambiguities regarding certain endowments reveal that the integration of waqf
into the modern state structure was gradual and contested. Despite these
challenges, waqf reforms ultimately contributed to expanding the state’s

administrative capacity and strengthening its infrastructural power in the field
of public health.
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