Economic History Studies of Iran, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 15, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2026, 151-185
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/ehs.2026.52857.2064

Studying the effects of war on the functioning of Iranian
bureaucracy in the 12" century AH:
A case Study of the Divan of Istifa and Fiscal Administration

Abdolghafar Saberi’, Magsood Ali Sadeghi Gandmani™

Seyyed Hashem Aghaj ari

Abstract

The twelfth century AH was among the most turbulent phases in Iranian history,
marked by wars, recurrent governmental collapse,‘and the disintegration of power
structures. The Divan of Istifa, one of the central pillars of the fiscal system and the
main institution responsible for supervising state revenues, endured the most severe
consequences of conflict compared to other bureaucratic bodies. Employing a
historical-analytical approach and drawing on primary sources, this study
investigates the relationship between warfare, administrative breakdown, and the
gradual militarization of the bureaucracy, asking how war reshaped the structure and
functioning of Iranian_institutions, especially the Divan of Istifa. The findings show
that ‘warfare precipitated the collapse of the Safavid financial system and weakened
the Divan’s supervisory authority over provincial administrations. Regular taxation
was replaced by coercive mechanisms rooted in military dominance. As conflicts
expanded, military figures infiltrated administrative and fiscal domains, redirecting
financial resources toward the army and transforming the Divan of Istifa from an
auditing body into an instrument for financing military expenditures. War also
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affected the status of Mustofis by undermining their security, altering their
responsibilities, and converting them into political and diplomatic intermediaries
during this prolonged and destabilizing century of conflict in Iran.

Keywords: bureaucracy, Divan of Istifa, war, Afghan period, Afsharidperiod, Zand
period.

Introduction

Throughout Iranian history, bureaucratic institutions have played-.a crucial role in
establishing political authority, regulating administrative relations, and maintaining
links between the center and the provinces. The administrative system, relying on
hierarchical order, systematic auditing, and a link between the center ;and the
provinces, has been the most important tool of governance in different periods.
However, the 12" century AH/18th century AD is considered a different and critical
period in the history of Iranian bureaucracy; an era defined by civil wars, foreign
invasion, the collapse of the Safavid government, Afghan domination, the military
rise of Nader Shah, and subsequent developments until the end of the Zand dynasty.
During this period, institutional framework underwent fundamental changes.
Administrative mechanisms  collapsed, weakened, or underwent functional
transformation, and bureaucratic links between the center and the provinces were
shaken at ‘times. At the same time, key bureaucratic positions such as the office of
the Vizierate and the Mustofis.either disappeared or were merged with militarization
under the pressure of war and crisis. More importantly, in many cases, the civil
servants were removed and replaced by military forces, tribal leaders, or local agents
through coercive practices. This situation not only weakened the civil structure at
the functional level, but also reduced its legitimacy and effectiveness in society.
Despite the important role of war in weakening and changing the monarchy, existing
civil studies have focused on political or military developments in this period, and
less research has systematically examined the consequences of war on the
administrative structure and functioning of civil institutions. This gap is especially
evident in the simultaneous analysis of the three periods of the Afghans, the
Afsharis, and Zand period. Therefore, the present study aims to fill this gap by
examining and analyzing the impact of war on the functioning of the lIranian
bureaucracy in the 12" century AH, with a focus on the Divan lIstifa. The main
question of this study is what impact did internal and external wars have on the
structure, functioning, and continuity of the Iranian bureaucracy, especially the
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Divan of Istifa in the 12" century AH? Specifically, the impact of the war on the
civil service is examined in three main areas: first, the impact of the war and the
collapse of the civil service on financial affairs and Divan of Istifa; second, the
replacement of military forces in place of civil servants and its effects on the
administrative functioning of the country; and third, the impact of the war on
theoffice and position of the Mustofi. The research method is historical-analytical
and the data were collected and analyzed through the study of historical sources.

Materials & methods

This research was conducted with a historical-analytical approach and the data was
collected and analyzed based on first-hand historical sources and centemporary reports.

Discussion & Result

With the fall of Isfahan in 1135 AH, the Safavid financial network was broken and
local governments formed independent divans. The occupation of parts of the
country by the Ottomans and Russians also.took tax and commercial resources away
from the center. With Afghan domination, the divans were removed and taxation
was reduced to plunderiand military force. Financial documents became invalid and
the trust of merchants and subjects was lost. Nader Shah, distrusting the divans,
handed over'the administfation of the provinces to the chieftains. The focus on
providing for the army’s. expenses led to widespread tax pressures, popular uprisings,
and administrative corruption. The office of mustafi came under the direct control of
the shah and lost its specialized function. During the Zand period, the government's
dependence on the provinces and chieftains caused the divan of istifa to function
only to a limited extent. The system of tul-dari expanded and government revenues
decreased. At the same time, the mustafis also played a political and diplomatic role
and became a tool for crisis management and legitimizing local rulers.

Conclusion

The wars of the 12" century AH caused the Divan of Istifa and the office of the
Mostofi to distance themselves from their specialized and audit positions and to
transform into semi-military and political institutions. During the Afghan period,
taxation was based on plunder; during the period of Nader Shah, the army became the
center of bureaucracy; and during the Zand period, dependence on tribes and tuol-dari
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prevented the complete reconstruction of the Divan. Thus, the organized bureaucracy
of the Safavids was never reconstructed in this century, and the administrative
structure of Iran remained at the service of military and coercive logic.
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