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Abstract

The poor state of healthcare and sanitary conditions in the late Qajar period led to
widespread transmission of infectious diseases, which continued into the reign of Reza
Shah Pahlavi. A comprehensive examination of the first Pahlavi government’s public
health policies in Fars Province, particularly during the 1931 cholera outbreak, remains a
significant yet underexplored topic in the historiography of modern Iran. The present study,
using a historical methodology and drawing on archival documents and library resources,
aims firstly to analyze the epidemiological factors contributing to disease transmission in
Fars Province, and secondly to investigate the measures taken by the government during
this period. Key findings include the origin of the disease outbreak in Fars Province, the
effectiveness of containment measures such as quarantine, and the systemic constraints
and obstacles faced by the government during the intervention. The Fars Province Health
Department’s response to the 1931 epidemics was severely hindered by inadequate financial
support from the central government, which led to a managerial crisis for the provincial
authorities. As a result, despite the diligent efforts of local medical professionals, the
province experienced elevated mortality rates. Instead of providing immediate resources,
the central authorities only pledged to increase financial support in the next year.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

During the late Qajar era, the collapse of traditional medical structures, the absence
of adequate healthcare facilities, and widespread famine contributed to the rapid
spread of contagious diseases throughout Iran. These health crises extended into
the early years of Reza Shah Pahlavi’s rule despite his government’s emphasis on
modernization.

As a historically expansive province, encompassing the territories of present-day
Fars, Bushehr, Hormozgan, and parts of Khuzestan and Yazd, Fars was among
the regions most vulnerable to repeated epidemic outbreaks due to its climate,
large population, and strategic geographical position as a conduit between the
southern ports and the interior. Although the Pahlavi state sought to establish new
administrative and medical institutions, archival evidence shows that until the early
1930s, many of these structures remained underdeveloped or largely inoperative in
practice.

The year 1931 (1310 SH) was particularly critical: the spread of cholera from
neighboring regions, including Rafsanjan and Sirjan, combined with a scarcity
of qualified physicians, inadequate sanitary infrastructure, and the absence of a
coordinated public-health budget, gave rise to a severe health crisis throughout Fars.
This study investigates the origins of disease spread and evaluates the responses of
provincial authorities, including the Governorship of Fars and the Provincial Health
Administration, in their efforts to contain the epidemics.

Methodology

This research, grounded in historical methodology, relies primarily on the following
sources:

Archival documents from regional administrative offices, health departments, and
security forces, contemporary periodicals, most notably Ettela ‘at, which provided
reports on cholera outbreaks and governmental measures, official correspondences
between the Governorship of Fars, the Ministry of Interior, and the National Public
Health Directorate, and secondary sources, including scholarly works on medical
history, quarantine systems, and public-health reforms during the Qajar and early
Pahlavi eras.

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, aiming to reconstruct the
medical conditions of Fars during 1931 and to evaluate the performance of state
authorities based on documented evidence.
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Findings
The study’s findings highlight several interrelated factors:

Causes of the Spread of Contagious Diseases

» Weak medical infrastructure inherited fiom the late Qajar era, including the
absence of hospitals, laboratories, and quarantine stations,

» Severe shortage of qualified physicians, especially in large districts like
Kazerun, Darab, Neyriz, and the ports of the Persian Gulf (the province needed
at least 25 physicians, but only a small fraction were employed),

» Poor sanitary conditions, including unsanitary drinking water, lack of proper
slaughterhouses, and insufficient public-health supervision,

» Geographical exposure, as Fars was a transit corridor for travelers and caravans
from contaminated areas such as Rafsanjan, Sirjan, and the southern ports,

 [Inadequate supply of medicines, especially in remote districts like Kohgiluyeh
and Behbahan, and

* Delays in granting medical licenses, which limited the number of qualified
practitioners.

State Interventions to Contain the Epidemics

 [Establishment of the Provincial Health Administration of Fars and the Southern
Ports, charged with issuing public warnings, monitoring outbreaks, and
coordinating medical staff,

* [ssuance of public health advisories instructing citizens to boil water, avoid raw
vegetables, limit contact with patients, and report cases of typhoid, dysentery,
and suspected cholera,

* Deployment of mobile physicians to rural districts despite their insufficient
number and the difficulty of reaching remote areas due to poor conditions of
the roads,

» Implementation of quarantine measures at key points such as Abadeh,
Farrokhabad, Khairabad, and other transit routes connecting Fars to Isfahan,
Sirjan, and the Persian Gulf,

» Cooperation between police forces and medical officers to inspect travelers and
establish temporary isolation facilities, and

* Reporting of outbreaks such as influenza in Shiraz and ‘la grippe’ in Khisht,
which caused rapid fatalities within 24-48 hours.
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Obstacles and Administrative Challenges

» Chronic budget shortages: the central government allocated funds for only ten
physicians despite the province’s vast area.

* Failure to supply sufficient medical equipment and disinfectants, forcing local
officials and charitable organizations like the Red Lion and Sun Society to seek
community donations.

* Bureaucratic delays in approving salaries and appointments for qualified
physicians, leading to resignations or forced transfers.

» Lack of well-defined administrative coordination between the Ministry of
Interior, the National Health Directorate, and provincial authorities.

» Persistence of traditional healers, including ‘rammals’, and fortune-tellers,
especially in districts lacking certified physicians.

Conclusion

Archival evidence indicates that although the Pahlavi state endeavored to
modernize Iran’s public-health system, Fars province in 1931 remained highly
vulnerable to epidemics due to severe shortages of medical staff, inadequate
sanitary infrastructure, and insufficient governmental funding.

Despite the dedication of a small number of skilled physicians, whose presence
was repeatedly demanded by local populations, efforts to contain cholera and
other contagious diseases were limited and uneven. Quarantine measures, public
advisories, and mobile medical teams achieved only partial success, and mortality
persisted throughout the year.

Nevertheless, the year 1931 marked a transitional moment. The crisis compelled
authorities at both provincial and national levels to acknowledge the insufficiency
of existing structures and to pledge an expansion of the health budget for 1932
(1311 SH). Over time, these pressures contributed to more systematic public-health
oversight in the later years of the Pahlavi I era.

Overall, although efforts to contain epidemics in 1931 were constrained by
structural and financial weaknesses, they laid the groundwork for more organized
sanitary administration in the years that followed.
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