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1. Introduction 

 

The financial crisis of 2008-10 demonstrated the extremely hazardous mismanagement 

of the housing market that produced immense social and economic ramifications 

globally. Throughout the history of capitalism, the world has experienced many 

economic booms and busts, namely, the Great Depression in the 1930s, the Latin 

American debt crisis of the 1980s, the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, and the 2011 Eurozone 

debt crisis. These crises are generally associated with the financial and banking systems, 

however Haila (2015) is critical of this understanding and stresses the convergence of 

capital on land and real estate - “economists tend to interpret crises as crises of money, 

overlooking the role of land real estate” (Haila, 2015, p. 184). 

In The Economist’s special report on housing, Callum Williams (2020) says that “housing 

is the world’s biggest investment class. It is also at the root of many of the rich world’s 

social and economic problems” (p. 3). Global real estate makes up 60 percent of the 

worlds assets while a significant majority of it is in housing. Stein (2019) attributes the 

merging of land and capital to a number of reasons namely: financial deregulation, low 

interest rates, and speculation. Ultimately, housing became a globally traded financial 

asset (ibid.) 

As homeownership rates decrease due to high prices, people are directed towards 

renting. Rent costs have been steadily climbing, putting the tenants to burden the costs 

all the while wages remain stagnant. This then results in many social problems with 

residents being unable to afford rents, requiring them to be displaced or even face 

homelessness. What further exacerbates the problem is that capital is increasingly being 

poured into the land and housing markets with governments on the municipal level 

following suit in accompanying and enabling the flow of capital and investments 

(Hyötyläinen, 2019; Stein, 2019). In the end, it is the urban residents who deal with the 



5 
 

consequences as the inflated land values and increased rents have pushed urban 

dwellers to the fringes and marginalized them. 

Because of the inequalities and injustices in cities and the private property model which 

facilitates rent extraction, I have become interested in alternative ways of organizing 

land, specifically where the social and communal values on land are triumphant over the 

profit-oriented free market system. In the contemporary understanding of land tenure, 

the interpretation of land tenure is very much binary. Land tenure here refers to rules 

and regulations connected with owning land. It is either public/state land or private land. 

On the other hand, what is notable in recent years in western cities is that public land 

has been increasingly sold off to secure money for public treasuries. This is usually 

justified by the argument that privately owned land is used more efficiently than public 

land. 

This thesis takes the form of a case study involving the Islamic charitable practice known 

as “waqf” and its influence on the social issues around land and access to affordable 

housing in Bangkok, Thailand. “Too often global reviews of land tenure and strategies 

fail to take into account Islamic principles and practices because they are assumed to be 

either non-existent or irrelevant” (Sait & Lim, 2006, p.1). Therefore, I explore whether 

waqf land as an alternative land tenure can help alleviate the social issues evident in 

cities. 

Waqf is a permanent dedication and donation of a property by a Muslim, which typically 

applies to land, for any purpose recognized as charitable and serving the public good. 

The waqf land cases that are investigated in this thesis introduce an alternative that 

prioritizes the importance of social relations and communal values over private 

landownership and the extraction of land rents for individual gain. This thesis opens up 

a new area of research in urban studies - which is the study of urban development and 

processes of cities - by looking into religious motivations and practices and the role they 

can play in the use and management of the urban land. 
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Rent theory is an urban studies approach, a subject on “approaches to the analysis and 

transformations of the contemporary capitalist city” (Markus et al., 2014, p. 1904). 

Fundamentally, rent theory is understood as the social relation between the landlord 

and the tenant. The main feature of rent theory is that private landownership becomes 

much more detrimental compared to land ownership in rural land. Simply a title of that 

land on an urban setting gives the landowner the power and ability to extract extreme 

rents from people who need that space to live. Simply to exist in the city. Make the value 

in that city. This means that rent plays a coordinating role in the development of the 

built environment. Moreover, rent theory discusses the unequal and unfair power 

relations between private landowners and tenants. Not only that, private land 

ownership privileges tremendous power for landowners in validating and determining 

land use that would benefit them solely, often at the expense of users. Rent theory 

questions the presence of landowning bodies in maximizing land rents from residents, 

justifying rents and profits through market prices, without considering the social 

ramifications. This results in the commodification of land which in turn results in land 

being used as a money-maker for extracting land rents. This is true especially in the age 

of rapid urbanization with land increasingly being treated as a financial asset (Marx, 

1959; Harvey, 1973; Haila, 1988.) 

As a social science student, I am interested in looking into the social relations within a 

city and the social importance and understanding of land. I got interested in this subject 

while working on an Academy or Finland research project called “Alternatives” at the 

Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Helsinki. The project explored land owned 

and managed my faith-based organizations. For centuries, Christian churches, Buddhist 

temples, Islamic mosques and other religious organizations have received land as 

donations, and have today significant land assets under their management. I have thus 

realized that this area is often omitted or underexplored in the field of urban studies. I 

had spotted a research gap in the area of research connected to land owned and 

managed by faith-based organizations. Since the project’s research field was primarily 
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in South-East Asia, I had the opportunity to research the Islamic charitable practice by 

means of land donations known as waqf in Bangkok, Thailand. 

Bangkok is capital and largest city of Thailand with over 10 million inhabitants. I grew up 

in this city and had already spent my teenage years in this city. Like many cities, 

Bangkok’s land and real estate markets are highly commodified. Yet, the remnants of 

the 1997 Asian financial crisis are still felt and still exists huge, empty and unfinished 

construction projects. 

For the purpose of this thesis where I study waqf land in Bangkok. I have formulated 

three research questions, as I have taken waqf land as a case study in Bangkok. Given 

that Muslims represent a very small fraction in the population in a majority Buddhist 

nation, I wanted to extensively understand and grasp the qualities and characters of 

waqf lands and as an institution in each waqf site. Thus, I have formulated my first 

research question as follows: What is the nature of waqf land? 

I formulated my second research question based on the previous literature that states 

one of the ways that waqf lands were utilized was in housing (Duereh & Noipom, 2016; 

Prapertchob, 1991; Orawit, 2009, 2018). I wanted to understand the justifications and 

motivations behind waqf lands being used for housing. From this insight, I structured my 

second research question as follows: Why is land donated for housing charity? 

Finally, I will attempt to answer the main topic of this thesis. Friedrich Engels (1872) in 

The Housing Question addresses the insufficiencies in the production of affordable 

housing in a capitalist economy. He also wrote that the social and housing issues are 

unsolvable under the private property model and under capitalism. New approaches to 

looking at the housing problem is needed. Here, I will provide and discuss the non-profit 

seeking charitable land donations that is held in trust and its contribution to the housing 

question. Therefore, I framed my third research question as follows: In what ways does 

this housing charity address the housing question? 
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After this first chapter of the thesis, there five following chapters. Chapter two will 

discuss the concept and practice of waqf. It will introduce the origins of waqf, a detailed 

impressions, characteristics and conditions. This is then followed by an overview of the 

historical developments in affordable housing initiatives and the housing policy in 

Bangkok. 

Chapter three will discuss the theoretical framework for this thesis. As previously stated, 

rent theory takes a critical approach that attempts to explain the social problems that 

occur in cities. I introduce the theory from its early inception relevant to agricultural land 

and its redevelopment and reestablishment in the urban context. I introduce the main 

authorities in this theory from Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and Henry George until David 

Harvey and Anne Haila. Under the framework of rent theory, I then present Haila’s 

(1988) contribution, arguing that land is being treated as a financial asset. 

Chapter four discusses the methodology of this study. I explain the research methods 

used for data collection. The data comprises of four semi-structured interviews in four 

different waqf cases in Bangkok. Further, I explain my method of analysis using thematic 

analysis. This chapter will also walk the reader through the field diary all through the 

data collection process in an attempt to demonstrate the impressions gathered from 

the field work. 

Later on, I begin my analysis in chapter five. From the coded and categorized data in to 

specific themes, I first discuss the historical origins and characteristics of each waqf case. 

I identify the agents, study the motivations involved in the donations of waqf land and 

the management structure since its endowments. Moreover, I present the ways waqf 

lands are being used, the economic role of rent and how and why waqf land being used 

for housing. 

The final chapter will offer a summary on the main discussion points in this study and 

make concluding remarks. It will discuss the key contributions this study is attempting 

to make in the sphere of urban studies by considering religiously motivated land 

allocation and organization. 
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2. Waqf and Housing Policy in Bangkok 

 

This chapter begins by introducing the values of philanthropy in Islam and presenting 

the religious, charitable practice known as waqf. It describes the origins of waqf in the 

Islamic scriptures, historical practices, characteristics, conditions and its management. 

Then the chapter introduces the previous albeit limited literature on waqf practices in 

Thailand. Finally, the chapter discusses the historical developments of Bangkok’s 

housing policy and affordable housing schemes in Bangkok, Thailand. 

This chapter discusses how waqf lands in Thailand are in fact used for housing for the 

poor. How a religious charity and community led action might help alleviate the housing 

crisis in an already heavily financialized and commodified real estate markets in 

Bangkok. I also present a market-driven housing situation and initiatives by both public 

and private institutions. 

 

2.1 The Waqf Concept: a Definition 

 

Philanthropy is one of the most important tenets of Islam. An important aspect of Islamic 

philanthropy is almsgiving. Almsgiving is one of the five essential pillars, the others being 

the profession/declaring of faith, prayer, fasting and performing pilgrimage, that form 

the foundations of Islam mentioned in the Qur’an. Almsgiving is a selfless act of virtue, 

giving without expecting to receive anything in return. There are two kinds of Islamic 

philanthropy: obligatory and voluntary. Obligatory philanthropy is known as Zakat. 

Almsgiving belongs under Zakat, and sharing a portion of one’s accrued wealth with 

those in less fortunate positions is an obligation for any Muslim. Zakat is based on the 

individual’s income and value of their possessions and is usually in monetary form. On 
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the other hand, there are different types of voluntary philanthropy. One of them is 

called waqf. 

In Arabic, waqf literally means to hold, confine, or retain. Kahf (2015) defines waqf as 

“holding certain property and preserving it for the confined benefit of certain 

philanthropy” (p.2). Ahmad Khan (1988) provides a similar definition and he defines 

waqf as a permanent dedication of any movable or immovable property by a Muslim for 

any purpose recognized as pious, religious or charitable. This charitable act is meant to 

serve the public good which includes “religion and education as well as welfare of the 

poor and economic empowerment of the local community” (Brown, 2013, p. 1). Thus, it 

is a form of charity that generally applies to non-perishable properties whose “benefit 

can be extracted without consuming the property itself” (Kahf, 2015, p. 2). As may be 

deduced from these definitions, Waqf typically regards the charitable use of land and 

buildings. Next, I will shortly introduce the origins and characteristics of the practice of 

waqf. 

 

2.1.1 Waqf: Origins and Characteristics 

 

There are no explicitly stated principles with regards to waqf in the Qur’an, the main 

Islamic religious text. It does however contain verses that are connected to charitable 

actions. With regards to waqf, the rules and tenets can be found in the traditions and 

practices of the Prophet known as the Sunnah. The Sunnah is referred to as the body of 

literature which prescribes both social and legal practices and traditions for Muslims. 

These customs are based on sayings and actions of the Prophet Mohammad. From these 

two main scriptures – the Quran and the Sunnah which make up the primary sources of 

Islam – waqf as a form of charity is not only for the material benefit of the receiver but 

the donor will also benefit as he or she shall be rewarded in the hereafter for their 

benevolence. 
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There are three main characteristics of waqf that distinguish it from other forms of 

charity. These three are: perpetuity, irrevocability and inalienability. Once a property is 

endowed as waqf, it shall remain as waqf forever. It cannot be returned to the previous 

owner and it cannot be sold and cannot be inherited. According to Kahf (2015) if a 

property were to be removed from under waqf, it requires an “exchange against another 

property of equivalent value and equivalent service to the community” (p.3). 

Islamic waqf creation entails certain stipulations. Kahf (2015) has outlined five most 

essential conditions that is summarized in the following: 

1- The property must be a real estate or any tangible assets that its perpetuity can 

be continued. 

2- The dedicated property must be permanent. It cannot be returned to the donor. 

3- The waqf donor must be of age and legally fit to act.  

4- Aware of the charitable intention and competent in taking such action according 

to the Islamic principles.  

5- Beneficiaries must be defined and legitimate. 

 

2.1.2 Waqf Management 

 

By creating waqf, the donor alienates the property and is placed under the 

administration of a trustee. The trustee administers the property, maximizing the 

benefits for the interest of the beneficiaries and/or for the specified cause by the 

donator. Waqf has been practice since the coming of Islam since the sixth century. These 

endowments have led developments in many areas in socio-economic affairs such as 

schools and hospitals. 

There are various terms used to describe the manager or the administrator of the waqf. 

The most widely used terms are Mutavalli or Nazir. The manager can be an individual or 
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a board of trustees. It is their duty to best administer the property to best serve the 

community. It is widely agreed that the Mutavalli should be knowledgeable, reliable and 

has the capability to tackle waqf affairs. The waqf donor can specify in which purposes 

should the property were to be used. Thus, it is the duty of the Mutavalli to best follow 

the guidelines the founder has specified that is according to Islamic principles. 

The waqf donor can specify how the Mutavalli is to be compensated for their efforts. If 

not, the Mutavalli takes on the duty on a voluntary basis. Any revenue generated from 

the waqf properties should be used for the maintenance of the assets. Furthermore, 

with regards to the cost and expenses associated when establishing a waqf, Raissouni 

(2001) says it is responsibility of the waqf donor to cover those costs for the intended 

use of the property. 

There are different interpretations regarding the ownership of the donated waqf 

properties. The discussion centres on whether the ownership belongs to God or the 

beneficiaries (Kahf, 2015). Ultimately however, once a property is bequeathed, the 

property is permanently part of the assets of the waqf (Haji-Mohiddin, 2015). 

 

2.1.3 Previous literature on Waqf in non-Muslim countries and Thailand 

 

Waqf practices tend to differ from country to country. In most Muslim majority 

countries, there are established laws and regulations regarding waqf properties and 

recognizes waqf land as one of the land categories found in neighbouring countries like 

Malaysia and Indonesia. There are even government institutions that administer and 

manage waqf properties like the Department of Awaqf, Zakat and Haji in Malaysia and 

the Indonesia Waqf Board in Indonesia. 

On the other hand, in most non-Muslim countries, there is no separate legislation 

regarding the management of waqf properties. Instead, waqf is practiced in ways that 
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local legislation permits (Haji-Mohiddin, 2015). However, in Thailand, for example, there 

is an act called The Royal Act Concerning the Administration of Islamic Organizations 

1997 that guides the administration of Muslim organizations in Thailand, however this 

act does not discuss waqf land at all.  I shall further discuss this topic later in the Analysis 

chapter of the thesis. 

Studies regarding Muslims and Muslim practices in Thailand mostly revolve around the 

topics of ethnic and religious identity and the status of Islam in Thai society. For example, 

Masae (2014) investigated the tactics Muslim communities have in maintaining their 

faith and community amidst rapid modernization and urbanization in Bangkok, Thailand. 

With regards to waqf, there are only very few studies related to waqf properties and 

lands in Thailand. Some scholars for example suggest amendments to the Royal Act 

Concerning the Administration of Islamic Organization 1997, for example including 

mention of specific provisions regarding waqf management (Duereh & Noipom, 2016). 

They argue that this would allow waqf properties to be systematically administered and 

would benefit Muslims in Thailand. 

However, despite the scarcity of literature, empirical studies regarding waqf land in 

Thailand seem to prove five ways that waqf lands are currently being used (Duereh & 

Noipom, 2016; Prapertchob, 1991; Orawit, 2009, 2018). These scholars writing about 

waqf in Thailand show that waqf properties are being used for mosques, schools, 

cemeteries, agricultural purposes and for housing. What is interesting here is how waqf 

lands in Thailand are used for housing which is rare in other contexts. The scholars that 

write about waqf in Thailand do not extensively discuss and dive into waqf land use on 

housing. 

With this research gap on the allocation of housing on waqf lands in Thailand, I wanted 

to understand how and in what ways waqf lands are used for housing for the poor, taking 

the cases in Bangkok. Next, going outside the realm of waqf and into the broader urban 

spectrum I present a brief history of the housing conditions of the poor, government 
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housing policy, and various other initiatives to improve the housing conditions in 

Bangkok. 

 

2.2 Housing in Bangkok 

 

The capital of Thailand, Bangkok has been growing rapidly over the past decades.  The 

population estimate of 2018 for Bangkok was over 10 million in the city, and over 16 

million for the Bangkok Metropolitan Region (BMR), which includes the neighbouring 

provinces. With almost a quarter of the entire Thai population residing in the BMR while 

the second largest city, Chiang Mai has around 1 million people, making Bangkok a good 

example of a primate city. The rapid and uncontrolled urbanization has created several 

urban problems, of which housing is among the most serious. 

The housing shortage has been a scourge for a long time, however, during the Second 

World War, Bangkok saw a great deal of its housing stock being destroyed (Giles, 2003).  

Redevelopment together with land speculation pushed up housing prices and rents 

driving low-income residents further out from the city centre or finding a place to live in 

slums (Sarin, 1980). Informal settlements have existed in Bangkok for long, and the 

estimated number of slum dwellers in Bangkok since the 1970s has been over one 

million (Giles, 2003). Some slum dwellers are illegal squatters on the land owned by 

government agencies such as the State Railways of Thailand and the Port Authority of 

Thailand. Some other urban poor have made agreements with their landlords, whose 

land is unused, to build their dwellings and pay minimal or no rent at all (Yap & De 

Wandeler, 2010). The problem with such agreements is that the right to occupy the land 

is temporary, and landlords can evict tenants arbitrarily.  Because of these temporary 

right, tenants are not permitted to build permanent structures, but must be satisfied to 

build their shelters from plywood or scrap metal (ibid.) 
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2.2.1 The early phases of Bangkok’s housing policy 

 

Different phases of government intervention in the housing market can be 

distinguished. The first phase began in the 1970s. In order to alleviate a severe housing 

shortage, the National Housing Authority was established in 1973. One of the aims of 

the National Housing Authority was to develop rental housing for low-income residents. 

The housing authorities initiated and executed a programme to build 20,000 low-rent 

apartments. However, the production could not meet the increasing slum population 

and the programme was terminated mainly due to financial problems (Yap & De 

Wandeler, 2010). This was the first time the government acknowledged the housing 

issue and the first initiative in trying to resolve it. 

After abandoning the low-rent housing production programme the government took a 

new approach. Entering the second phase, it began upgrading and improving informal 

settlements after having acknowledging and recognizing “the importance of self-help 

housing and the right of the urban poor to land for housing” (Yap & De Wandeler, 2010, 

p. 335). However, as critics such as Giles (2003) have argued, the government’s slum 

upgrading initiatives were mostly about polishing the image of authorities, who 

“consistently failed to act in ways that were cost effective, instead preferring 

approaches that offered political visibility” (p. 228). The Thai government’s ineffective 

policies and actions were unable to improve the general housing situation or to meet 

the housing needs of the urban poor. 

In the third phase, in the 1980s, the government’s role in the housing question receded 

and NGO-style operations took on a stronger role. Organizations like the Urban 

Community Development office and with the help of UN Habitat and the World Bank, 

introduced land sharing initiatives, with the aim of facilitating cooperation and 

settlement between the squatters and landowners. This was done by with the 

landowners were allowed to develop a part of their land for commercial use. It was to 

benefit both the residents from being evicted and allowing the landowners to generate 
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income through some commercial use. Ideally, the residents resettle in the way that 

uses less land in order to make it possible for the landlord to use that vacated land in 

more profitable use than housing. However, this requires benign behaviour of the 

landlord. In the situation when new profitable land use opportunities have emerged, 

landlords are tempted to evict residents and use the whole site in a more profitable way. 

Residents are left with no other option than to move to a new site with no potential for 

development (Yap & De Wandeler, 2010.) 

The government appeared to have been taught an important lesson by these failed 

experiments: a comprehensive and more extensive policy would be needed to resolve 

the problems of urban poverty, instead of trying to improve the housing conditions 

piecemeal. Entering the fourth phase of housing policy in 1992, Urban Community 

Development Office (UCDO) was established by the government. It was granted funds 

of 1,250 million baht (36,8 million euros) to buy land and develop housing for low-

income residents using community savings and loan schemes (Boonyabancha, 2003; 

2005). The UCDO sought to link together community leaders with government and other 

agencies to receive loans for the residents in responding to necessary needs of the 

community. 

 

2.2.2 Housing and the Asian crisis 

 

As both the private and non-private sectors tried to satisfy the increasing housing 

demand by producing as much low-cost houses and condominiums as possible, this 

lavish production - under the conditions of drastic changes in the financial markets and 

growing land and housing speculation – eventually contributed to what is known as the 

1997 Asian financial crisis. The opening up of the Thai financial market resulted in the 

oversupply of funds of which a great amount was spent in property development (Haila, 

2015). Investors’ sought short-term, high-profit investment in speculative projects, 
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which in the case of Thai economy were mainly finance, telecom and property. The 

ultimate result was “overcapacity and high vacancy” of the Thai housing market (Haila, 

2015, p. 201). 

After the 1997 Asian financial crisis, Thailand implemented policies endorsing self-

sufficiency, learning and reacting to the mishaps of the crisis. In 2000, UCDO was 

integrated into the Community Organization Development Institute (CODI) along with 

the Rural Development Fund, making CODI an independent public organization. This 

allowed CODI to have a greater autonomy and flexibility to organize funds, playing the 

role of an NGO bringing the state and the communities closer (Boonyabancha, 2005). 

With establishment of CODI, it also now covers 30,000 rural community organizations 

along with the prior urban community organizations during UCDO (Boonyabancha, 

2005). 

Up until 2000, UCDO granted housing loans for 950 community savings accounts that 

had been established in Thailand. UCDO also provided loans for 47 housing projects 

comprising 6,400 households and provided infrastructure grants to 796 communities 

concerning 68,208 families (Boonyabancha, 2005). 

 

2.2.3 Subsidized housing 

 

The fifth, radically different, phase in Bangkok housing policy began in the beginning of 

2003, when the government revealed two new programmes that sought to help a 

million low-income urban-dwellers within a period of five years. The first program is 

known as the Baan Mankong (“secure housing”) program which directs government 

funds to improve housing and infrastructure to support the poor communities, and to 

answer the demand for affordable housing (Archer, 2012). The second program is called 

the Baan Ua Arthorn (“we care”) in which the National Housing Authority constructs and 

sells low-cost apartments and houses at subsidized prices to low-income households 
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(Yap & De Wandeler, 2010). However, Baan Ua Arthorn program confronted disapproval 

and criticism for its low-quality housing projects which focused on supplying the 

quantity rather than meeting the demand for the quality (Archer, 2012). The Baan 

Mankong program, on the other hand, aimed at improving the quality of housing, while 

also promoting tenure security and a participatory development process. It was aimed 

to benefit 300,000 households in 2,000 poor communities nationwide. 

Yap & De Wandeler (2010) identified three ways in which housing of the residents have 

been improved under the Baan Mankong programme: upgrading, re-blocking, and 

relocation. Upgrading refers to improving infrastructure, roads and open spaces without 

altering or adjusting shapes and sizes of street layout and building plots. Re-blocking 

means remodeling and rearrangements of settlements to accommodate space. 

Relocation means moving the entire community to a different place as a last resort if 

the status of the settlements does not allow/permit upgrading or re-blocking. 

There were 22 Baan Mankong schemes in Bangkok Metropolitan Region. Yap & De 

Wandeler (2010) report that eight of these projects were arranged on private land, five 

on the land owned by the Crown Property Bureau which is the property owned by the 

crown of the Kingdom of Thailand, two on the land owned by the Treasury Department, 

one on the land belonging to the Royal Irrigation Department, one on the land of the 

State Railways of Thailand, one on the land of the Port Authority of Thailand and finally 

one on the land hold by a temple. 

The Crown Property Bureau and the Treasury Department were the most 

accommodating as landlords, signing 30-year renewable leases while other government 

bodies weren’t as generous. The deals signed by private landowners varied. Some were 

ready to sell their land allowing tenure security for the communities. Government 

agencies are not allowed to sell the land they hold, resorting to short term leasing, and 

leaving the tenants yet in the state of insecurity of tenure (Yap & De Wandeler, 2010).  

All in all, half of the 22 Baan Mankong projects in Bangkok has been through relocation 

entailing complete reconstruction of housing in a new settlement for the community, 



19 
 

while the other half has been through on-site improvements of the already settled 

communities. Of the 11 on-site improvements, in four cases all houses were completely 

rebuilt and in four cases there was re-blocking. In two cases, land-sharing agreements 

were signed between the community and the landlords and in one case there were 

renovations to the existing infrastructure. 

Yap and De Wandeler (2010) argue that these initiatives are reactive rather than 

proactive and that housing production based on housing as a commodity (referring to 

Baan Au Arthorn housing that is direct construction) rather than producing housing for 

the people has been mostly unsuccessful overall. Archer´s (2012) study of the 

perceptions of the residents who participated in the Baan Mankong scheme shows that 

residents are wary of the financial debt burden and that residents feel insecure as to 

their long-term lease, effected by dependence on the community leadership and the 

unpredictable long-term plans of the landowners and future city developments. 

Ultimately, there seems to be a need of a national policy in resolving the housing 

problem in Thailand as supported by Yap and De Wandeler (2010). 

 

2.2.4 The genesis of an ineffective policy 

 

Bangkok’s highly commodified real estate and speculative land markets has not been 

addressed by government or other NGOs. With all these housing initiatives and 

schemes, they still deal with profit-seeking bodies. There are still agents extracting land 

rent. Bangkok’s housing policy has developed through phases, seeing both failures and 

to some extent successes. These numerous initiatives and various housing policies do 

not completely and entirely alleviate urban problems and will not survive under the 

highly speculative and financialized private land markets. These initiatives and policies 

can’t keep up with the already existing and growing rent extracting agents. On the other 

hand, there is an interesting instance of Muslim communities in Thailand using their 
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system of land donations and using it for the public good. In the waqf system, land is 

alienated from the market and considers social wellbeing and satisfaction of the 

community by means of providing housing instead of extracting land rents or seeing land 

as a financial investment. Here is a system that exists within the city that is an alternative 

to the status quo. I take this as the basis of this study and I present, discuss and further 

analyse this alternative later in this thesis. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the Islamic charitable practice of waqf and 

discussed it in the context of donating land for philanthropic purposes. I also introduced 

a timeline of Bangkok’s housing policy, beginning with the early phase of building low-

income housing in the 1970s and ending with the contemporary programmes as an 

attempt to improving housing quality and subsidizing housing demand. I also discussed 

the current housing problems that especially urban Thai populations are faced with.  

In this chapter, I discuss rent theory. In the western world, the private land ownership 

model is a prerequisite to capitalism. It is the norm and is seen as the most efficient use 

of land and resources. This ownership of the title deeds on plots of land gives 

tremendous power to landowners. They dictate rules and coordinate land use however 

they do please. This model however, has several social and economic ramifications 

which mainstream economists cannot seem to explain or neglect these social problems 

entirely. “Urban studies should pay attention to land development processes” and that 

land is central to studying housing (Haila, 2015, p. 21). For Haila, “economists tend to 

interpret crises as crises of money, overlooking the role of land real estate” (Haila, 2015, 

p. 184). Here, a critical approach known as rent theory steps in to explain.  In this 

chapter, I present the main framework of rent theory, focusing on land being 

increasingly treated as a financial asset and the rent maximizing speculative behaviours 

of different actors in cities. I look through the lens of rent theory to understand and 

comprehend as to why and how social issues occur connecting to land, rent and housing.  

I begin by first introducing the classical land rent theories starting from Adam Smith and 

David Ricardo which first emerged related to agricultural land. I present its revival and 

significance in the urban context. I continue by discussing David Harvey who kick started 

and influenced urban scholars on how the “economic role of rent is now no longer 
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conceived in terms of accumulation but in terms of coordination” (Haila, 1990, p.289).  

Next, I explain Anne Haila’s description of how land is being treated as pure financial 

asset in cities. 

 

3.1 The beginnings 

 

The major classical theories of land rent arose in Europe in the late eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. According to Ghosh (1985), pre-classical economists regarded 

labour and land as the only two sources of wealth. Physiocrats like Quesney and Turgot 

considered “agriculture alone was conceived of as capable of yielding a net product 

(surplus) because of the productive powers of land when worked upon by labour” 

(Ghosh, 1985: 68).  

However, there was no discussion of capital in their theories, not until Adam Smith 

incorporated capital into his rent theory.  Adam Smith defines rent as the price paid for 

the use of the land. In his book The Wealth of Nations 1776, he argued that land is a 

source of value. He establishes the use of labour as the measure of value. According to 

the labour theory of value, the economic value of a commodity is determined by the 

amount of “socially necessary labour” that is spent to produce the commodity. Smith 

was the first to integrate the discussion of land rent in the functions of a capitalist 

economy. Nonetheless, his definition of rent was simplified without distinguishing 

different types of rent and neglected their historical origins. However, Smith 

characterized rent using the concept of natural rent. Much like the concept of natural 

price which means that the price is determined by the cost of production, natural rent 

is the rent is determined by the output. 

The concept of differential rent was first developed by James Anderson in 1777, who 

claimed that rent stems from the differences in the fertility of the soil which effects the 
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profitability and productivity of different parcels of land. This approach to rent theory 

caught the attention of political economists, namely David Ricardo. 

David Ricardo further developed Anderson’s approach to rent theory. On rent, Ricardo 

argued that “corn which is produced by the greatest quantity of labour is the regulator 

of the price of corn; and rent does not and cannot enter in the least degree as a 

component part of its price” (Ricardo, 1817: 77). Essentially, the high production cost on 

the least fertile land regulates the market price of the product. In Ricardo’s concept of 

differential rent is the capitalists’ involvement in exacerbating and intensifying 

differential rent and competitiveness in the production process (Park, 2014). Ricardo’s 

rent theory and his approach to differential rent launched the start for the new rent 

discussion in the neoclassical economics and Marxist theory. 

Karl Marx was very much focused on labour and capital. Focusing on the exploitative 

nature of the capitalists in the wage-labour relations. With regards to rent however, he 

adopted Ricardo’s concept of differential rent and developed the concept of absolute 

rent. For Marx, differential rent is subdivided into two groups. The first is the agricultural 

productivity of the land depends on the natural qualities of each different piece of land, 

again coinciding with Ricardo’s differential land. For the second, Marx states that the 

productivity of the produce also depends on the investments made on the land. On the 

other hand, Marx’ real contribution is on absolute rent which is rent that is controlled 

and monopolized by the landlord, restricting the flow or entrance of capital. An 

agricultural example of absolute rent would be an alliance of landlords blocking the 

access of capital in the agricultural production while a contemporary example of 

absolute rent would be when housing is kept vacant by the landlord rather than renting 

it out at a loss (Ward and Aalbers, 2016). Marx importantly collected and developed rent 

theories of Anderson and Ricardo into a comprehensive theory. 
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3.2 Rebirth and Relevance in the Urban Context 

 

The discussion of rent theory has seen a revival since the 1960s (Haila, 1990). David 

Harvey (1973) laid out a new paradigm in the urban setting by incorporating the class 

and power in the rent dilemma. Harvey (1974) went on to unveil the concept of “class 

monopoly rent” in which he defines it as “any situation in which the rate of return to a 

class of providers of an urban resource (such as housing) is set by the outcome of conflict 

with a class of consumers of that resource” (p. 239). He saw that “class monopoly rent” 

is one form of “absolute rent” that is based on the urban setting. 

The theory of land rent is indeed an old economic theory. The very first scholars 

attempted to explain various social problems, namely the corn duties in Britain using 

rent theory. Tariffs were lobbied by landowners to safeguard themselves from imported 

cheaper grains, while industrialists wanted otherwise. Scholars, namely David Ricardo 

argued that tariffs were damaging, emphasizing rent prices over corn prices. 

The second time rent theory became relevant was when urban poverty was becoming 

an important subject in the late nineteenth century. Henry George offered his take on a 

land reform that would help alleviate these social problems by suggesting a rent tax. 

However, for Marx, while his focus was on labour, his point on land and an answer to 

solving urban poverty was to nationalize land altogether. Henry George saw that private 

property in western nations have reached to a level that it would be hard to confiscate 

land, instead he proposed confiscating rent. 

Finally, since the late twentieth century, rent theory has become ever more influential, 

now associated with the increase in land and housing prices. In many countries where 

rapid urbanization is taking place, rent theory became applicable again to tackle an 

explanation for the unaffordable housing markets, speculative agendas of capitalists and 

financialization of property values that are present in speedily expanding cities. 
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3.3 Land as a financial asset 

 

David Harvey’s 1973 book Social Justice and the City brought a ground-breaking dynamic 

to looking at the urban process and private property under capitalism. He showed that 

social and urban problems are a result of capitalistic accumulation and exploitation. 

From his study in the city of Baltimore, he investigated the results of the marginalized 

and segregated urban poor through the process of capitalist production. He brought 

forth the uneven social relations and power dynamics between landowners and tenants, 

where the social relations usually favour the landowner, whereas the tenant is inferior. 

These social problems are a result of profit-seeking landowners and real estate 

developers who have the power to influence the urban built environments, ultimately 

resulting in exclusion and urban inequality. In The Limits to Capital 1982, Harvey 

recognizes the increasing trend of land as financial asset and that in the end, the agent’s 

title to land yields a form of fictitious capital under capitalism. 

Following the footsteps of Harvey, Anne Haila (1988) recognizes globalization and the 

changes in the financial systems has a great impact on real estate markets. Haila uses 

the concept of power where power is an innate attributes of individuals, while focusing 

on the “power to treat landed property as a pure financial asset” (p. 86). She attributes 

this treatment of land into several changes which is to be explained.  

First, Haila explains how the monopoly power of landowners and their ability extract 

high rents has increased in city centres. For Haila, this has led landowners to treat their 

property as pure financial asset. She attributes this transformation to the changes in 

economy and behaviours of firms, giving examples from New York City and Helsinki 

(ibid). 

Second, Haila (1988) ascribes the effects of public authorities into the picture, where 

public officials “create conditions in the environment, necessary for landowners to rent, 

sell, buy, use and develop their property” (p. 88). They have increased the control and 
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authority in favour of landowners and businesses where by streamlining the planning 

and developing processes. By comparing the zoning laws of Houston and Helsinki, 

whereby Houston’s lax building code has made businesses more influential in the 

shaping the built environment of the city and alerting how officials in Helsinki, while 

Helsinki has relatively stricter zoning laws, might follow suit (ibid). Again, signalling how 

land is increasing being treated as a financial asset. 

Third, Haila (1988) attributes this transformation to a new group of agents and how this 

group is more calculated and premeditated. For these rational professional new agents, 

rent-maximizing and high profitability by way of efficient land use tactics has become 

the primary motive in treating and developing land. This emergence of calculated agents 

has also influenced the already existing landowners to becoming more like them. Not 

only that, high rents resulting from such infrastructural developments by these agents 

has also increased rents to the adjacent neighbourhoods as well. Thus, resulting a 

detrimental effect on the surrounding environment and the community (ibid). 

Fourth, Haila (1988) connects the rise in rent to the increase involvement of 

transnational corporations and their effects on the global economy. Haila interprets that 

rents are no longer determined by the local rent paying ability of the tenants or residents 

but by determining rents relative to the global rent prices and attributes this to the 

growing interdependence of cities on the worldwide financial system (ibid). 

Fifth, Haila (1988) attributes the treatment of land of becoming a pure financial asset to 

the changes in the investment and real estate markets. Haila expresses how investments 

in the real estate sectors has been growing. For her, “real estate has become increasingly 

an object of exchange” (p. 94). 

Haila has proved the main features and changes in land use in cities. Relevant to this 

thesis’ research field, one other urban problems especially present in Asian cities is the 

action of rent-seeking (Haila, 2015). Rent-seeking is defined as the use of resources to 

increase or obtain special privileges through political means (Tullock, 2005). It is to 

generate wealth by manoeuvring the social and political climate. For Haila (2015), “Asian 
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entrepreneurs were seen not as proper entrepreneurs but only as adept manipulators 

of the law or government authority, generating economic rent and obtaining special 

privileges and monopolies” (p. 56).  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

One might assume that the ‘old’ and ‘new’ rent theory are two different theories. The 

transformation of the theory throughout the centuries is in fact in the differences in the 

focus point as Haila (1988) sums it perfectly: 

“In the old theory, rent was regarded as a non-capitalist and pre-capitalist 

remnant, whereas in the new theory rent is seen as an organic and 

endogenous ingredient of the capitalist system; the old version ascribed 

rent no active role in accumulation, the new version gives it a functional 

role. While in the old theory the focus of interest was on the barriers posed 

by landed property to rational land use and the conflicts arising from these 

barriers, in the new theory the question of rational land use is put into a 

new perspective and it is postulated that there exists a tendency towards 

rational land use.” (p. 80) 

 

Anne Haila (1988) saw land and real estate becoming a form of financial asset. I 

summarize her five main features and effects on urban land markets and land uses: First, 

landowners treat their properties as financial assets. Second, the appearance of real 

estate markets and the merging with already existing investment markets. Third, the 

increased influence of policy makers in the development of urban built environments. 

Fourth, the frequent changes in the use of the space. And fifth, the “displacement of use 

values and development of an abstract space” (p. 97). 
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Haila (1988) has called for further empirical research on the behaviours of urban 

landowners to further support the idea of land being treated as financial asset that has 

detrimental social and societal effects, namely, increase in housing prices and rents. No 

doubt, there has been vast data to support this claim since then. However, in this thesis, 

I am pursuing and presenting an alternative system, though not entirely a solution, to 

the speculative bodies who are neglecting the social values that make the city. A 

substitute to the rent extracting agents seeing property as a “fictitious” commodity and 

a financial asset without considering social matters naturally occurring on the lands.  

By using rent theory, I am trying to find a different model. I look at waqf as an alternative 

which does not take capitalist agendas in rent extraction which causes urban problems, 

one of which is extreme rent extractions. Land rents and housing prices are reaching an 

unprecedented level because speculative developers and private landowners are 

extracting and maximizing land rents. I am looking at an instance, analysing the system 

of waqf, where this does not exist. 
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4. Data and Method 

  

This chapter provides a discussion on the research methods used and the data collection 

process in this study. I introduce the methods that are used in the data collection, 

namely using semi-structured interviews and field notes. I later narrate my field diary to 

demonstrate the social and communal values in each field that I have entered. I end by 

explaining my method of analysis in the collected data. 

I chose to use qualitative methods for this study. The main reason why I have chosen to 

use qualitative methods is because its ability to deliver multifaceted descriptions of 

human experience and opinions. Qualitative methods are used to explore why 

something is happening (Crawford & Irving, 2013). The substance of this research and 

the matter of discussion itself is unquantifiable and non-numerical. 

This is a case study of waqf land use and management that seeks to explore the in depth 

underlying practices involving waqf land. Case studies are a thorough and 

comprehensive study of an individual case. Case studies can “provide a depth to the 

analysis and yield insights which are difficult to generate with a purely quantitative 

technique” (Archer, 2010, p.70). To answer the research questions mentioned in the 

introductory chapter, the following data is collected for this study: interview recordings, 

legal documents and observations and field notes.  

Primary data collected for this study are in the form of semi-structured interviews as the 

main data collection method for this case study. Semi-structured interviews are open-

ended questions which enables the researcher to react flexibly to the answers given by 

the interviewees and adapt the questions suitable to the ambiance of the situation, 

instead of following rigid outline in every situation (Kvale, 1996). Due to the nature of 

this research involves me tapping into the understudied subject known as waqf and 

especially in Bangkok, semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to bring about 
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new ideas and discussion points during the interview process in response to the answers 

from the participants. On the other hand, this method enables the interviewees the 

freedom to express and use local dialects and terms in their own way about the 

phenomenon in question (May, 2001). 

 

4.1 “Insider” advantage 

 

Credibility and reliability is an important factor in every research study especially in 

cases where the field and the language is foreign to the researcher. However, the 

dilemma is minimized in this study. I had spent significant part of my childhood and 

teenage years in Thailand, in the northern city of Chiang Mai and my teenage life in 

Bangkok. I am able to speak and understand the local language in Thailand. I am well 

aware of the research site that I am entering and the city that I used to live and grow up 

for many years. It is as if I am coming back home. This experience affects my relationship 

to the research object. On the one hand, knowing the alleys and nooks of Bangkok 

helped me finding my ways and observing the environment in the chaotic city of 

Bangkok. On the other, my familiarity with Islam provided me a lot of knowledge of my 

research object and helped me understanding the waqf institution. 

Nevertheless, although the several years I lived out of Thailand since my teenage days 

helped me taking a critical distance to my research object to the field I am familiar with 

rather than going to a strange research site. This residency break, on the other hand, 

leads to another advantage of me being an outsider to the field as well. This outsider 

aspect allows for the researcher to have the potential to balance the ways issues are 

being researched and gives further credibility for the researcher to objectively report 

findings. Nonetheless, it is not the researcher or his background that determine who 

determines the outcomes of a research, but what is equally important is the focus and 

the approach (Mercer, 2007). 
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Moreover, my knowledge allows me to understand the local values and speak the same 

dialect as the interviewees, thus enabling a deeper understanding the issues discussed. 

My status as an ex-Bangkokian enabled me an easy access and permission throughout 

the research process such as having easy access to the field and getting permission to 

conduct the research and to interview the participants. 

 

4.2 Case Studies 

 

For this research, semi-structured interviews were conducted in all the four mosques 

located in the centre of Bangkok in February 2019, who manage and administer waqf 

properties donated to them. These cases are: Mahanak Mosque, Haroon Mosque, Kudi 

Luang Mosque and Ansorisunnah Mosque. The reason why these sites are selected that 

are located in the centre historical old town of the city of Bangkok is based on two 

assumptions. First, it is assumed that these sites are very old and established 

communities and have long histories which would make a very fruitful interview process 

regarding the understanding the origins of these waqf lands and to hear the historical 

developments in terms of land use since its first inception. Second, more importantly, 

borrowing the concept known as the bid-rent theory, it is assumed that real estate and 

land values are higher relative to the distance closer to the centre core of the city. This 

increases the demand and competition on the land near the city centre which would 

make an interesting instance to investigate land rents and waqf properties. 

In three of the occasions, I entered the mosques without prior arrangements, 

introduced my research and requested an interview. I interviewed the Imaams, and the 

top management of the mosques that administer waqf properties. In addition to formal 

recorded interviews with proper permission, I also spent time having casual discussions 

with people from the community in and around the mosque. I observed the 
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neighbourhood and its pace of life for a comprehensive understanding of the community 

and the position of the mosque in it. 

Figure 1: The study area and the mosques interviewed. Source: Google Maps 

I entered the field wanting to know the way the waqf land is used. The center of Bangkok 

was my case to investigate this question. Further, I wanted to acquire information of 

how waqf land is managed and to understand the socioeconomic impacts of the ways 

that it is used. 
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4.3 The Research Process: Field Diary 

 

I write this section to present my narrative of the field work process. The main reason is 

to highlight the firsthand accounts of the importance and relevance of the strong social 

and community values present in every field that I have entered and as Lewis (2011) 

points out, “When we share our stories, they come to life through the telling, however, 

the story has a life of its own and that life is given through the spirit of story and the 

storyteller” (p. 507) 

I began my data collection journey, starting off at a mosque located in the middle of the 

historic Rattanakosin Island called Chakka Phong Mosque and more than two century 

old Muslim community around it. It is located a few blocks away from the notoriously 

famous party street known as Khao San Road and few kilometers away from the Grand 

Palace, the National Gallery and the Democracy Monument. Yet, the peaceful ambience 

was evident, tucked away from the busy street and loud and hectic nightlife. The timing 

was not good.  It was a public holiday and I found out that the Imaam and the people in 

charge of the mosque affairs were away visiting family outside of Bangkok and I wasn’t 

able to get an interview. 
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Figure 2: Mahanak Mosque. Source: Mahavongtrakul, 2015 

Later, I managed to get my first interview with the Imaam of the mosque at Mahanak 

mosque as seen in Figure 2 (Mahavongtrakul, 2015). It is located next the famous Bobae 

commercial district for wholesale clothes. Mahavongtrakul (2015) reports that the 

number of the members of the community around Chakka Phong mosque increased (the 

first mosque where I have entered), a new community around Mahanak neighborhood 

was established during the reign of King Rama III (1824 - 1851). Later in 1902, Mahanak 

mosque was established. The interview was conducted in Thai and the Imaam offered 

me snacks and water and I had the opportunity to meet other members of the mosque 

as well. This was my first interview and I can say it was a success: I had already gathered 

exciting data more than I expected. This increased my confidence and eagerness in 

diving into my next site. 

As previously mentioned, I conducted my interviews in Thai. With the permission of 

interviewees I recorded the interviews, while also making notes of the ambiance. Then 

I translated and transcribed the interviews. In translating the interviews, I faced not only 
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the problem of finding equivalent English words, but also the necessity of interpreting 

the talk of the interviewees and their culture. However, I have to consider the challenges 

in examining, analyzing and interpreting data through language differences and 

translations. Ultimately, translation is also an interpretive undertaking itself as various 

scholars have noted (Temple & Young, 2004; Van Nes et al, 2010). 

To avoid the misinterpretations I have sought for an Imaam who spoke English. Through 

one of my friend, I had the opportunity to conduct my second interview with the Imaam 

of Haroon Mosque in English and this interview gave me the English vocabulary of 

religious and technical terms to be able to compare, comprehend and translate local 

Thai words, concepts and conceptions that I hear in the other interviews. Haroon 

mosque is located near the banks of the river Chao Phraya. His English was excellent and 

through this interview, I was able to compare and contrast some concepts to properly 

translate my data into English. 

I conducted my third interview at Kudi Luang Mosque across the river Chao Phraya. I 

entered the mosque without previous appointment and began casually talking with the 

local community people. After the casual chatting has reached the point of friendliness, 

I introduced my study and enquired if the Imaam was around. My new friends promptly 

started looking for him, noticing that he wasn’t present. Unexpectedly, they called his 

cellphone and asked if he could come to the mosque, as here there is someone wanting 

to meet him. Within minutes he arrived and welcomed me in a most pleasant way. I told 

him the purpose of my visit, and he gladly accepted my invitation to be interviewed. We 

sat in the middle of the mosque and the discussion lasted for two hours. I was offered 

cold fizzy drinks in the hot and humid Bangkok. 

My fourth interview was conducted at Ansorisunnah Mosque right by the Chao Phraya 

River bank. Again, I entered the mosque unexpected, introduced my research and was 

kindly welcomed. When I arrived there, the mosque committee members were having 

their meeting and I was asked if I could wait. It was lunch time, and I, as if not being an 

outsider, was given a plate full of rice and fried fish. It was usual habit of the mosque 
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community members to cook food and have lunch together after the midday prayer. For 

them it was an ordinary lunch, while for me, it was an extraordinary gesture of 

hospitality. I was the only outsider there and most people on the lunch table didn’t know 

why I was there and still nobody asked who I was. Not to mention that I am of a different 

racial background. My presence seemed quite natural for them. Soon after the lunch 

was over, the Imaam approached me and I had a chance to carry out my fourth 

interview. As a matter of fact, he had taken a break from the mosque committee 

meeting, as he didn’t want me to keep waiting for him. 

I was glad and contented after the interview. I made my way out of the mosque and had 

walked about five minutes towards the main road along the river, when I heard the 

Imaam shouting my name. I looked back and as if the lunch wasn’t enough, he had 

brought me a bag full of homemade cookies. 

Even though the residents living around the mosque form a tight knit community where, 

everyone knows each other, the enclave felt open and inviting for outsiders. All in all, all 

my interviews were extremely pleasant and my interviewees were very welcoming. 

 

4.4 Method of Analysis 

 

My first round of reading the interview data was to distinguishing themes using thematic 

analysis, notably: origins of waqf, characteristics of waqf, justifications, management, 

land use, and housing. Thematic analysis is a method of analyzing qualitative most 

notably used to analyze interview transcripts or texts. It highlights identifying patterns 

in the gathered qualitative data into themes or codes. I constructed these themes based 

on common topics and aspects from the data.  

My familiarization with the interview data was added by the fact that I was the 

interviewer, transcriber and translator. I also used my field notes and observations to 
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understand the nuances of parlance. I chose thematic analysis for a number of reasons. 

First, thematic analysis requires the researcher to look into both the manifested and the 

implied meanings behind the text. Second, thematic analysis increases the flexibility of 

interpretation and allows a variation of ways in which the method can be applied (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Last but not least, because it can be used both inductively (content-

driven) or deductively (theory-driven) it gave me a possibility to check and modify my 

initial framework and theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

 

Qualitative research that entails interviewing as a method of collecting data, relies the 

cooperation and keenness of the interviewees with the answers they give to the 

interview questions. It is key for the researcher to establish some rapport so as to build 

trust allowing for comfortable interactions (McGrath, Palmgren, Liljedahl, 2019). This 

would also influence in minimizing the possibility of the respondents being coerced to 

the respond to the questions. Though, I recognize the complex power relations that can 

be involved between the researcher and the respondents (Nairn, Munro, Smith, 2005) 

Granted, I am of different racial background with my respondents, however, my ability 

to speak Thai and my understanding of the traditions and practices greatly influenced in 

building connections with my respondents. This lowered the nervousness of my 

participants and allowed a free flow of questions and discussions. 

In every case, I disclosed and explained my research as being part of a research project 

from the University of Helsinki, Finland and also that I was a Masters student. I explained 

the role of waqf land in the research project and that it investigated non-private forms 

of land tenure. I later requested if they would be willing to be part of the data collection 
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in the study of waqf land. I secured verbal conformation to record the interviews and 

permission to record the names and locations of the mosque and waqf lands. 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

 

This is a qualitative research and a case study using semi-structured interviews, legal 

documents and my field notes to understand various uses of waqf lands in Bangkok. To 

examine if waqf lands work or respond differently to market forces and proves 

alternative ways of land use to combat the housing crisis. The aim of the analysis is not 

to generalize but to understand the dynamics of why land is donated? Why it is made 

waqf and how this endowments are used and managed and why kind of impact it has. 

After gathering my data, I inductively applied thematic analysis and developed certain 

common themes to be analyzed. I shall discuss the analysis of the data collected for this 

thesis in the next chapter.  
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5. The Analysis 

 

The main object of research in this thesis – the Islamic, charitable approach to the use 

and management of land known as waqf – turned out to be a more exciting and rich 

research object than I expected.  The question of land donations opened the history of 

confiscations, migrations, and exchange to scrutiny. The question of use and 

management of land in fact made me explore the life and death – from everyday 

practices to customs and respect for the deceased – of Muslim Bangkokians. And these 

discoveries led me to reconsider the questions of this thesis regarding housing and 

community. In the following I discuss each of these questions, beginning with land 

donations, analysing the incentives and reasons to donate land. A later continue with 

management, and discuss waqf land use in housing.  

First, I present the historical developments of each mosque and the background of their 

donated waqf land site. I also discuss the origin, meaning and justification for these land 

donations. Investigating land donations raised a number of new questions. Land was not 

just donated, but it was later confiscated, and the confiscation was compensated by 

either returned or given land in another location. Telling the story of these confiscations 

and compensations is to tell the history not only of the land itself, but the origin of 

settlements, their development and people seeking space to practice their religion and 

maintain their community. The histories of these centuries’ old communities are 

discussed, shedding light on how people donate land for certain purposes.  

Second, I present my findings on the use and management of waqf land. This section 

presents the use of waqf land and uncovers the principles and practices in managing 

waqf lands. In short, there are four types of uses of waqf lands in the cases that I have 

studied in Bangkok: Mosque, School, Cemetery and Housing.  

Finally, the third part of the analysis chapter focuses on housing, and tells, among other 

things, what kind of housing was developed on the waqf land and how the tenants were 
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selected.  In this part I also discuss, whether the purpose of waqf land is simply to 

provide the material conditions for certain necessities such as housing, or whether it has 

social targets? 

 

5.1 Land Donations 

 

This section explores how and by whom waqf lands were donated, how did these lands 

come to be? If the donors of the land are recognized in some way and if so how are they 

recognized? This section will show the gathered data in understanding the nature of 

waqf lands. 

As mentioned in the literature chapter, when a waqf is to be established, there are two 

types of land donations: the donor can suggest how to use the donated property within 

Islamic rules or she can donate land without suggesting any way of using it. A trustee 

has to be established to manage the properties. Figure 3, shows that the donor donated 

the land for the purpose of establishing a mosque (translated from Thai). Land donations 

without any wish for the use where the donor had not dictated its purpose, relying on 

the trustee to evaluate its most needed use. Ultimately however, the management has 

the power to reconsider the donors will. The management will evaluate what best fits 

the needs and benefits to the community. Of course, the will of donor must follow 

Islamic rules and must be recognized as charitable. An excerpt from one of the 

interviews supports this arrangement: 

“if the donator has a Wasiyat (testation) for it to be used for specific purposes then it 

should be followed if it follows Islamic rules. But the [mosque] management must 

consider and satisfy the needs and necessities of the mosque while trying meet of the 

objectives [of donations]. It needs to have benefits.” 

– Imaam of Ansorissunah Mosque 
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Figure 3: inscription on the wall of the mosque. Source: Sefer Kahraman.  

Usually donors get recognition for their donations. A typical commemorate is an 

inscription on the mosque wall. Figure 3 shows such an example of an inscription. The 

inscription in Figure 3 tells that Haji1 Mahamadali Umari donated land to build the 

                                                           
1 Haji is the title that honors a Muslim who has completed the religious pilgrimage 
known as Hajj to Mecca. 
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mosque Chakka Phong, on first of June on 1 June phutthasakkarat 2465. Thailand follows 

the Buddhist calendar, the year 2465 equates to the year 1922 CE. The land had the title 

deed number 83 with the area of 1 ngan and 14 wa to build the Chakka Phong mosque. 

Thailand also follows a different units of measurement. In this case, a ngan is a unit of 

area which is equal to 400 square meters and wa is a unit of length equal to 2 meters 

Inscriptions commemorating the donors are not, however, always found on the mosque 

walls. This is the case when a donor does not want his or her name known. The land 

donor can seek pursue charitable acts without recognition or without expecting 

anything in return. 

 

5.2 Confiscation and compensation of waqf lands 

 

Three of the four waqf cases studied here shared a common feature. Waqf lands have 

seen government takeover or exchange of the land during various political periods.The 

government had confiscated the originally donated land plot, and as a compensation 

had given the mosque land in another location.  

In the case of Haroon Mosque.  Retrieved from an article on Bangkokriver.com (Haroon 

Mosque, n.d.), In 1837 C.E., an Indonesian-Arab trader Musa Bafadel arrived in Bangrak 

neighborhood of Bangkok, originally called Ton Samrong at the time. He had three sons 

named Haroon, Uthman, and Ishaaq. Uthman traveled to Malaysia and Ishaaq went to 

Cambodia while Haroon had a family and stayed and established his roots in Bangkok. A 

mosque was built located on the riverfront. The mosque was made of wood and was 

designed in a hybrid Ayutthaya-Java style architecture. In 1899, the Thai government 

considered that the land where the mosque was located a prime location in establishing 

a customs house. The land exchange between the government and mosque occurred in 

which the mosque was to be moved to in land, not touching the riverbank. In 1934, 
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Haroon’s son Muhammad Yusuf upgraded the mosque to its present brick and lime 

structural form today. As the Imaam of the mosque confirms himself: 

“The mosque traces back around 120 years ago. When there were merchants from 

Indonesia, from Arab countries like Yemen, they traded. When they became rich, they 

bought land, and waqf it to the masjid. For example, the land here. This masjid was not 

at this place before. It was at the bank of Chao Phraya River. Then King Rama V asked us 

to move inland and exchange it with the land of the government. So we agreed. So we 

gave the land to the government, and now it is the marine police, and the masjid moved 

inside, along with this housing area.”  

- Imaam of Haroon Mosque 

 

The second exhibit is a similar case at Kudi Luang Mosque as the Imaam explains the 

history of the mosque: 

“Before our mosque was located where today is the Royal Thai Navy base. During the 

times of the Prime Minister Plaek Phibunsongkhram. The government needed the landed 

in that area. And we were informed to move from there to this location.”  

– Imaam of Kudi Luang Mosque 

 

And at Ansorisunnah mosque: 

 “People were forced to migrate away from the north during the Burmese war from 

different regions for example Ayutthaya. We are the people who live by the rivers and 

on rafts. So when the people on their rafts stop at the riverside down the river in Bangkok. 

They bought land to live and establish waqf for the mosque. Historically, our mosque was 

located somewhere else. And During King Rama V, they wanted to build railway tracks 

to Phet Buri through which we were located, so we were asked to swap land and here is 
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where we are located. They needed the land so we moved and built a mosque here and 

then a community grew around it. Close by, the King has his barge docked, 

Suphannahong. So the land was swapped and then the community grew.” 

– Imaam of Ansorisunnah Mosque 

 

From the interviews, from these three cases, the original mosques, the built 

environment and the community were founded on a different locations. When the 

original mosques were built on the waqf land in the nineteenth century, Bangkok was a 

small city. As city grew, the locations of the waqf lands became prime locations for 

speculators. The reason for the relocation of the mosque and the community was that 

the state authorities needed the land for other purpose. 

Here, I refer back to rent theory to what Harvey (1973) and Haila (1988) wrote about 

the complicated power dynamics between landowners and tenants and other private 

speculative agents. In this case that I have studied, it has been the state gratuitously 

taking over the land where these communities have built and lived. The earliest 

establishment of these mosques were located in what is now considered prime locations 

in Bangkok by the state when the city hadn’t at the time grown to a large city. The 

mosques and the community had to be relocated through various political and royal 

decree. This is another example of what rent theory is trying to explain, land being 

treated as an asset neglecting the social and communal values of the people that make 

their lives on that land. 

On the other hand however, I enquired further and was informed that these land 

exchanges, have been peaceful agreements between the mosque community and Thai 

government. However, there has been occasions of forceful confiscation of land as the 

Imaam of Haroon mosque states: 
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“We received the waqf land returned from the government. During the colonization 

period, there is small plot of land here 84 square wa (pointing outside). During that time, 

the donor, his passport was Dutch, Holland. And Indonesia was under Dutch rule. And 

Siam at that time was very aware of colonization, so the government under the king, 

ripped all the graveyard lands belonging to the foreigners, foreign passports. All the 

graveyards that belonged holders of foreign passports, and taken into the custody of 

Kings Properties. This piece of land was under the Kings properties for nearly 80 years. 

We just received it back 2 years ago. We wrote a petition and after a few months, he 

gave the title deeds back to us. So now this land belongs to the masjid. They returned it, 

they don’t want to keep it. Even the Chinese graveyard, they also returned, so after the 

government returned, the owner, the great grandson, sold it. Nearly 1000 million Baht 

in Silom. They took all the bodies out and put it somewhere outside Bangkok. And now 

there is a condominium there.” 

– Imaam of Haroon Mosque 

 

Not only were Muslim waqf lands confiscated during times of turmoil, but also lands 

affiliated with other religions. Even though graveyard lands were returned, however, it 

required the community to claim their former possessions through petition and 

reclamation efforts. Though, the main interesting point here is how the later land was 

sold at a very high amount while the confiscated waqf land was not. Silom – very near 

to where Haroon Mosque is located and where the Imaam referred to about the Chinese 

graveyards – has one of Bangkok’s highest land values. It is the city’s major financial hub 

and home to many large international and financial firms. Kaothien and Webster (2000) 

call it the “Wall street of Thailand” (p. 146). Yet, with such land values, the waqf land 

was returned to the original trustee and is not sold. I shall continue on to discuss the 

next characteristics of waqf and explore whether waqf land actually be sold? 
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5.3 Selling of waqf land 

 

Can the land that has been donated as charity be sold and sold with profit? This is a 

crucial question and an important nature to be analysed. The Chinese cemetery 

discussed earlier showed that land can be sold for a high price. I was interested in finding 

out whether this has been also the case to waqf land or was it even possible. The Imaam 

clarified the question on the selling of waqf land: 

 

“We have to find very good reasons only. Without these we cannot [sell the land]. Very 

good reasons only. For example if the government would like to make a road through 

the waqf land, then it is ok. We can give or we can sell.”  

– Imaam of Haroon Mosque 

 

By principle, this makes the land inalienable/immutable to market forces unless 

necessary. In essence, it is safe to say that lands is removed from the market, preventing 

speculative actions and eliminates land from being financialized. Other Imaams from 

other mosques elaborated further: 

“It depends on the Waqif, the person who donated the land. If they donate the land and 

they require you that you cannot change or sell. Then you cannot sell. If you for example 

donate and require that the conditions don’t change and stay as waqf forever. You 

cannot change it to something totally different. Because the donators, they have their 

intention for that reason, they Niyat (intend) it like that. If they for example, haven’t 

required or specified, the Imam, Kateb, Bilal and the referees (committee members) that 

take care, have good reasons, for example, selling and in return getting a larger, or more 
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useful piece of land, then that is more useful for the community. But it has to be agreed 

among the committee members”  

– Imaam of Kudi Luang Mosque 

 

“By principle you can’t sell the waqf land. But if you cannot make use of it or can’t benefit 

from it, it is possible to sell the land and make use of proceeds to make better use and 

buy more suitable land.”  

– Imaam of Ansorisunnah Mosque 

 

By this understanding, this connects land to use. For waqf land, the value of land only 

comes from the use of it, where it satisfies a social need. I refer here to what Marx says 

in Capital Volume I, on commodities and value, for Marx, “a thing can be a use value, 

without having value. This is the case whenever it’s utility to man is not due to labour” 

(p. 30). He refers here to the natural environment and land. He explains that the use of 

these can be that it without being a commodity. “Use values become a reality only by 

use” (p. 27). Further, through the exchange of these resources in markets is what makes 

it a commodity. Waqf in principle forbids the transfer unless necessary and this necessity 

reflects on the use value of the land. 

 

5.4 Justification of land donations 

 

As I explain in the literature review, Islamic scriptures dictate that donations and charity 

are fundamental pillars of Islam. Charity as a practice is very much rooted and 

entrenched in Islam and plays a huge part in the everyday lives of Muslims. In the Quran, 
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God promises great rewards for charity in the hereafter and atonement for their sins 

(Quran 57:18, Oxford World's Classics). Furthermore, Muslims also follow the teachings 

known as Hadith and practices of the Prophet known as Sunnah, accepted in which his 

life is seen as a role model of giving. 

As I also discussed in the chapter on literature review there are different kinds of 

donations and waqf is only one of them. Given that there is no mention of land in the 

Quran, and that donating waqf is regarded obligatory. The main reason and motivator 

for why Muslims choose to donate land as a form of charity derives from its perpetual 

use of the land which would mean greater merits according to religious scriptures. This 

is known as Sadaqah Jariah or continuous charity. The main scripture (Hadith) that 

supports this is as follows: “When a person dies, his deeds come to an end except for 

three: Sadaqah Jariah (a continuous charity), or knowledge from which benefit is gained, 

or a righteous child who prays for him” (Abu Hurairah). Since the endowment is 

ceaseless, the merits and virtues for the founder will be ongoing, even after death. 

However, donating or charity is only one part of the story, there is a religious duty that 

Muslims practice daily. This is the prayer known as Salah which is also one of the 

fundamentals of Islam as the Imaam clarified: 

 

“In the scriptures there is written a lot about donations. We talk about waqf land. Land 

is made as waqf by Rasulullah (prophet), and his companions. The first man to waqf his 

own house was used as a masjid, and that is the starting point. Charity comes with 

prayer, so we cannot separate these. If we are Muslim, we have to say prayer and do 

charity together. Those who do charity, they must do this thing called As-Salah (prayer). 

Those who offer As-Salah prayers also have to do charity. This in the Quran. As-Salah and 

As-Zakat (charity) are together all the time. Allah says in the Quran that those who 

donate, they will receive the rewards.”  

– Imaam of Haroon Mosque 
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Salah is important in the Islam religion. It is an obligatory religious duty for all Muslims 

to worship five times every day. Prayer in congregation or Jama'ah is regarded as more 

beneficial/rewarding socially and spiritually than praying alone. When praying in 

congregation, people stand in straight parallel rows behind the Imaam who leads the 

prayer. I attribute this religious duty as another motivation for the establishment of 

waqf. 

Mosques do not only provide a place for every day prayer and the weekly Friday prayers, 

but also for funeral services, marriages, alms collection and as community gathering. 

Mosques have fulfilled the need of space of Muslims to perform their religious duties, 

and throughout history of Islam, the establishment of mosques have been the reason 

for the wealthy to donate land. 

 

5.5 Management of waqf 

 

In this section I present the findings regarding the management of waqf. This segment 

will shed light on the main actors and decision-makers on waqf lands. The conditions of 

waqf have already been discussed in the literature review. However, does the Thai state 

laws and legal regulations dictate how mosques should be managed? Or are individual 

mosques autonomous and have a lot of discretion power? This section discusses the 

legal rules and practices concerning the management of mosques, duties of the mosque 

committee members, and the financial matters of running the mosque in Thailand 

through analysing legal documents. 

By the royal decree of King Bhumibol Adulayadej, the Royal Act Concerning the 

Administration of Islamic Organizations was signed in 1997 which replaced the previous 

acts enacted in 1947 and 1945. The act concerns the administration of Islamic 
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organizations, and states that every individual mosque should be governed by the 

Masjid Islamic Committee, the members of which are Imaam as its President, Kateb and 

Bilan as Vice-Presidents and other devotee members (no fewer than six and no more 

than twelve) of the mosque. These devotee members have tasks and duties such as 

secretary, treasurer and other necessary positions. 

The Royal Act defines the tasks and duties of Imaam, the religious leader of the mosque, 

Kateb, the preacher of the mosque, and Bilan who calls for prayer. These three officials 

serve the mosque until death, provided they perform their duties. Other mosque 

committee members serve for a period of four years. 

Qualifications for the positions of Imaam, Kateb or Bilan are the following: Having 

qualities and qualifications and no forbidden characters in accordance with the 

constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand. Able to recite the Quran proficiently. Able to 

perform as the leader of religious functions and duties according to Islamic rules. Able 

to perform religious preachings/sermons. Devoted to the mosque no less than ninety 

days before the election date. 

The Imaam acts as the chairman, the leader of the mosque, and is responsible of all 

activities in and around the mosque. The Imaam manages and supervises all other 

mosque officials and assists mosque members in performing their religious duties. The 

Kateb is responsible for teaching in the mosque and for giving sermons every Friday and 

on various other occasions. Finally, the Bilan is responsible for performing the call for 

prayer five times a day. The rest of the mosque committee members participate and 

undertake various other duties to guarantee the proper functioning of a mosque and 

the community around it. 

The Imaam, Kateb, Bilan and the rest of the committee members have duties which can 

be summed up as follows: Maintaining mosques and its properties. Establishing rules 

and regulations for the mosque. Abide by the suggestions and guidelines agreed by the 

Central Islamic Committee of Thailand and the Provincial Islamic Committee in 

accordance with Islamic rules. Support and promote the unity within the mosque 



51 
 

community. Educate, facilitate and arrange activities for the mosque community. Help 

solving disputes among the community members. Oversee and manage property 

registrations, keep account of documents, incomes, and expenses. Document and 

report financial condition of the mosque to the Provincial Islamic Committee. 

 

5.6 Management of waqf in practice 

The point of the interviews was to find out whether the national laws and regulations 

were followed. All the mosques that were studied had Imaam, Kateb, and Bilan. They 

had been elected/nominated to carry their duties for life. The rest of the committee 

members are nominated for various time periods, depending on the mosques. Most 

committee members are nominated for four years, albeit in one mosques they served 

for six years. The salaries of the Imaam, Kateb and Bilan are 1200 baht, 1100 baht and 

1000 baht respectively (around 30 euros). The other committee members work 

voluntarily without receiving any payment. 

All the mosques that were studies had 12 committee members, the duties of which were 

varied and depended on the needs, necessities and objectives of the mosque. Among 

the tasks of committee members were: dealing with cemetery matters, taking care of 

food and kitchen appliances and assisting in various mosque affairs etc. Most 

importantly, however, the mosque committee serves as an elected decision making and 

managerial body of the mosque by the community. 

Committee members are elected in various ways. Usually when new committee 

members are elected, a meeting is held with mosque goers and the members of the 

community around the mosque. In the meeting, requirements and qualifications of 

committee members are introduced together with the candidates, followed by a vote. 

Proposed new candidates for the committee are elected either through disclosed and 

undisclosed method depending on the number of proposed candidates, existing 

committee members also can be re-elected. If the number of the proposed candidates 



52 
 

reaches 12 then all these are elected as members of the mosque committee. If the 

number of candidates are more than twelve, a ballot casting takes place. Candidates 

may be proposed openly by the community and elected directly if the required number 

of committee members is reached. If there are more candidates running than the seats 

in the committee, a closed ballots are arranged.  

 

 

Figure 4: 12 Committee members along with the Imaam, Kateb and Bilan of Mahanak 

mosque. Source: Sefer Kahraman 
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Figure 4 shows the members of the mosque committee, the administrative body of the 

Mahanak mosque. The top three are the Imaam, Kateb and Bilan and the rest twelve 

are the other members of the mosque committee. 

To cover the expenditures of the mosque and community functions, the main source of 

income are financial donations. Given this, one important duty of the committee is to 

raise funds to maintain assets, finance community activities and to cover running costs. 

Mosques may also get income by renting out mosque properties, however, the amount 

of income is insignificant. As the Imaam of Kudi Luang mosque puts it: 

“We have to find funds. I have the responsibility/duty to find [those]. We can organize 

fundraising events and collect from donators. It’s not enough sometimes and we still 

need to help our poor as well. Children, orphans, kids without parents. Many things we 

can do to help people”  

– Imaam of Kudi Kuang Mosque 

 

I have presented the main actors of the management body of the waqf institution. The 

mosque committee is ultimately the main decision-making body of the community. In 

this section, I have demonstrated how the management body of the waqf system 

functions and the inner workings of the waqf institution. The mosque committee is 

responsible in managing the use of donated land to best serve and meet the needs of 

the community. 
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5.7 Use of waqf lands 

 

When a land is endowed under the management of the mosque committee, it is to be 

used for the public benefit of the community. The mosque committee reviews the 

suitable use of the land to meet the needs of the community. The donor can make 

suggestions on the intended use of the land for the mosque management to consider. 

Still, the management can overrule if it was evaluated to not serve the needs of the 

community. The four main uses of waqf land are: mosque, school, cemetery and 

housing. As Imaam summarizes: 

 

“What we believe as Muslims, we need a place for prayer. And the place of prayer alone 

is no use if we do not have housing. So we need the land for housing and we also need 

the land for burial. That is Qubor or cemetery. And also schools (madrasah). Mostly four 

parts of the land that we use, that is for the masjid, housing for the community to live so 

they can come to the masjid, otherwise no one will come to the masjid, then we must 

have cemetery. Cemetery is good because whenever people think of their parents, they 

return. Maybe they live somewhere away, so they come back. And lastly the school 

(madrasah).”  

 – Imaam of Haroon Mosque 

 

From the transcript above, the justifications for different types of land use on waqf land 

has been revealed. Firstly, the use for the mosque is justified basically by necessity. 

Muslims here need the space to practice their religion. Although the mosque also serves 

as community gathering space where many activities and events take place. Though, it 

is their religious responsibility that is essential. The justification for land used for school 
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facilities are also similar. It is seen as a necessity for people of different age groups to 

receive education in both Thai public school curriculum and religious studies. 

The justification for the use for cemetery is rather interesting. In all the cases that have 

been studied, land is always allocated for cemetery which came to me as a surprise. In 

another interview, I enquired further as to why cemetery use had been allocated: 

“That is because when someone passes away, you have to bury them within 24 hours, 

except when it’s a special case for investigation or autopsy, then the body can be kept at 

the hospital. But our Islamic principle is that we bury as soon as possible. So then, it’s 

difficult to move the body if the mosque and the cemetery aren’t close by. Because 

funeral is held at the mosque, you have to prayer Janazah (funeral) for the deceased at 

the mosque. It’s not possible to transport afterwards. Also, it’s good to visit the graves 

as it is a common practice of the Prophet. Visitation of the graves are good deeds. It’s a 

good realization that one day like them we will die.” 

- Imaam of Kudi Luang Mosque 

From the extract, it is safe to say that this is related to the religious practices. Here I also 

make the conclusion that transportation infrastructure and the availability of 

automobile was rather scarce many decades ago when the use of cemetery was justified 

considering the circumstances of the times. On a further note however, the Imaam later 

said that the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) does not permit anymore 

new cemeteries to be opened in the region inciting lack of space. Finally, I shall move on 

to discuss waqf lands use for housing. 

 

5.8 Waqf for housing 

One of the uses of waqf land mentioned in the literature is housing. I was very curious 

to know how much of the waqf lands were used for housing. In every case, a significant 

portion of land that has been allocated for housing, and the community had grown 
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around the mosque. It was revealed to me that most of the waqf lands were in fact used 

for housing the community. Though, not everyone can reside on waqf lands. These lands 

are primarily reserved for the poor and impoverished members of the community. The 

residents are selected based on the urgency of their housing need, prioritizing the 

homeless, disabled and the orphaned. 

As to the topic of rents, different waqf land sites have different approaches on how they 

allocate land for housing and how much they collect rents. For example, In the case of 

Kudi Luang Mosque, the mosque openly gave land to whoever needed it among its 

members. The residents built their houses on waqf land around the mosque that had 

been donated for the benefit of the community. The rent collected is from two to five 

baht per square wa (one square wa equals to four square meters). On average the 

mosque charges roughly 100 baht per month from each tenant (3 euros). 

There are different types of housing built on the waqf land such as in the case of Haroon 

mosque. It takes a different approach to allocating land for housing. There are two 

systems. First, the management had collected funds and has built a low-rise apartment 

block on waqf land which was just recently completed, for its community members to 

lease out rooms. In this system, tenants pay 1000 baht for the rent and another 1000 

baht for the utilities (around 56 euros in total). The second type of housing is the housing 

the tenants built on the waqf land themselves, like the Kudi Luang case. The rents 

collected in this case are 15 baht per square wa. For example, if the house is 40 square 

meters, the rent is 150 baht per month (roughly 4 euros). When compared to the market 

rents of the nearby apartments. The Imaam predicted that the rents can start from 5000 

to 10000 baht (roughly between 150 – 300 euros). 

In the case of Haroon mosque where they had built an apartment block, they employ a 

peculiar method of selecting tenants. The Imaam explained that there were 300 

applications of the 40 rooms available in the apartment block. They evaluated the 

applicants based on several factors such as the character/behavior, religiosity and 

income. These selection criteria is used until one hundred applicants were shortlisted. 
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From these one hundred applicants, thirty applicants who live close to the mosque 

received housing. Finally, the rest of the ten rooms were randomly selected by a lucky 

draw. I further enquired if subleasing was allowed in the apartment block in which he 

promptly replied that it was not, saying that it defeats the whole purpose of the 

charitable of action. 

The last example is the Ansorisunnah mosque where the idea of rent is understood 

entirely differently. The rents here aren’t strictly fixed or even regulated unlike in other 

cases. The committee has given the community to build housing and charges 100 to 200 

baht per year from its tenants which is the lowest among the discussed cases. That is on 

average 12 baht per month (0.35 euro). Can you even call it a rent? The total annual 

revenue generated from all residents is only a few thousand baht (less than 100 euros). 

The Imaam told the history behind this ridiculous low rent: 

“Long time ago, people donated land for the benefit of the mosque and community. To 

build a mosque, help the mosque, look after the mosques, and collected money (charity) 

to improve the mosque. Later during the wars, there were homeless people, people who 

needed a place to live. The mosque just allowed people to live/build around the mosque” 

– Imaam of Ansorisunnah Mosque 

 

He went on to explain the reason behind the amount of rent: 

“An appropriate/suitable and right amount. There is no intention to make the mosque 

rich. The people living in these houses are already poor. For the housing, we select the 

poor, not the ones who have money. Waqf is about helping. Helping the ones in need” 

 – Imaam of Mahanak mosque 
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In the end, in all cases, collected rents are pooled back in to the community functions or 

to cover utility costs. This proves the collective motives which goes beyond the 

traditional profit-seeking realm of relations between the tenants and the landowners. 

 

From my interviews, field notes and observations, I attribute another reason why waqf 

lands are used for housing. I ascribe this to their social and religious values. Muslims are 

a certain minority among the majority Buddhist population in Thailand as well as 

belonging to a different ethnic group. Being in the field and observing the ambiance, I 

associate waqf land used for housing is tied to preserving the community, religious and 

customary values. Housing is used to keep the community intact. Through my analysis, 

I consider that waqf housing can serve as a function in the integration of the community 

and inhabitants, playing a uniting factor among its residents with common symbol, 

shared emotional connections and the common history. Common needs and shared 

values bind members together. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This thesis started out to investigate the use and function of waqf lands. This chapter 

will conclude the key findings for this study. I poised three research questions and I shall 

now go through these questions one by one to reflect and answer these questions and 

bring together the main findings. I begin with the first research question: What is the 

nature of waqf land? To answer this question, analyzing the qualities and origins of waqf, 

I categorized the nature of waqf lands into three subjects: historical developments, 

justifications for donations and the management. 

Studying the four waqf land sites in Bangkok, I discovered the deep-rooted historical 

developments of these lands and how they came to fruition. In the cases that were 

studied, the earliest waqf lands that have been donated were created centuries ago and 

provides a story of how and why they developed the way they did until the present day. 

When the donor endows the land to be used for the public good and the beneficiaries, 

he or she relinquishes the ownership resulting in the establishment of a board of 

trustees who monitors and administers its use in proper charitable purposes. According 

to scripture, Waqf lands and properties are inalienable, unowned and non-transferable 

properties. However, studying the history of their use proves otherwise. 

Over the years, waqf lands have seen government takeover or exchange of the land 

during various political periods. In three of the four cases, the original location of the 

mosque and the community had been disturbed and had to be relocated. Ansorisunnah 

mosque had to exchange land across from the canal where what is now built railway 

tracks, while Haroon Mosque had to move inland from the river where now resides the 

Thai Marine Police and a customs office. In the original location of Kudi Luang Mosque 

now sits the Royal Thai Navy Base. The interviews however show that these land 

exchanges have been carried out in peaceful terms. In the case of Haroon mosque, some 

donated lands have only been transferred back under the management of the trustees 

(mosque committee) until very recently. 
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In light of the data collected from the interviews, it would seem to prove the point Haila 

(1988) makes that the land here has been treated as an asset, marginalizing the 

community that live on that land. Despite the waqf restrictions and traditions, different 

actors have moved to acquire valuable waqf lands. These are actors with little interest 

in the use value of land – for example for the Muslim community – but actors who hope 

to treat land as a pure financial asset. As the city grew, various agents sought to acquire 

valuable land to serve their interests, using state authority to take over land by powerful 

government agencies. This is another example of what rent theory is trying to explain, 

land being treated as an asset overshadowing the social and communal values of the 

residents that make their lives on that land. 

The nature of waqf lands also uncovers the main motivation why individuals donate 

land: religion. To reinstate, charity is one of the main pillars in Islam through the Quran 

and the Sunnah. Muslims follow these two scriptures as justification for charity and 

donation, seeking to help out the poor and at the same time to perform their religious 

duties. Although charity can come in many different ways, waqf as a form of charity 

stands out. Because waqf is the charity of immovable and non-perishable assets such as 

land, the use of the land for charitable purposes is essentially endless. This form of 

continuous charity makes the endowment ceaseless which promises to serve greater 

merits to the donor as well. 

Muslims also have another religious duty which is the five-time daily prayer, usually 

performed in congregation. This is the second justification for why waqf lands are 

established to build mosques as a need to practice their religion. Furthermore, the 

mosque also acts as the communal gathering space, allowing various events and 

activities to take place for the community. 
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Figure 5. Organization of waqf properties. Source: Sefer Kahraman 

The donated lands and mosque are under the management of a trust known as the 

mosque committee. They have the duty to best allocate and manage the use of the 

donated lands, among other issues such as: lead religious activities, oversee the welfare 

of the community, and manage expenditures. Figure 5 displays the organization of waqf 

properties. The mosque committee that makes decisions and administers mosque 

affairs, waqf properties and community issues is comprised of the Imaam who acts as 

the chairman alongside the Kateb and Bilan who act as vice-chairman and 12 other 

committee members. From the data collected, waqf lands are currently being optimized 

in four ways: mosque, school, cemetery and housing. Among these, donated lands are 

most reserved for the use of housing. 

The second research question this thesis investigated is: Why is land used/donated for 

housing charity? The findings of the thesis suggest a twofold answer to this question. 

First, one of the crucial aspects of donated waqf land is that it is allocated for the poor 

community. When a land is endowed, it is to be used for the public benefit of the 
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community under the management of the mosque committee as the trustee. The 

mosque committee considers and evaluates the best possible use of the land to serve 

the community. The donor can declare his or her will in the intended use of the land for 

the mosque management to consider. Still, the management can overrule if it was 

evaluated to not serve the needs of the community. The interviews demonstrate, that 

one of the most important uses is housing the poor community members. In fact, the 

majority of the waqf lands are allocated to alleviate the housing needs of the people. 

The residents are evaluated and selected based on the urgency of their housing need, 

prioritizing the homeless, disabled and the orphaned. The mosque committee collects 

little to no rents from the residents. If rent is collected it is well below market rents and 

the money is used to cover utilities or pooled back in to the community functions. This 

proves the collective motives which goes beyond the traditional profit-seeking realm of 

relations between the tenants and the landowners.  

The second reason for why waqf lands are utilized for housing can also be attributed to 

the racial and religious position that they are in. Muslims are a particular minority among 

the majority Buddhist population in Thailand. They are also of a different ethnic group. 

It is a way of keeping the community intact and strengthening the social bonds, religious 

values and customs among its members. It is a way to keep the community from being 

disintegrated. 

Furthermore, it is paramount to note that waqf essentially cannot be sold. Waqf lands 

can only be exchanged with another land unless necessary or the potential of its use for 

the community is unforeseen and unfounded. This method is yet not commonly 

practiced and only applied as the last-resort. Waqf is a permanent and irrevocable 

dedication of one’s wealth allocated for the benefit of the people and that dedication is 

perpetual. With such non-profit seeking motives, this effectively removes waqf lands 

from the market, preventing speculative actions and eliminates land from being 

financialized. 
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Finally, the third research question of this thesis is: In what ways does this housing 

charity address the housing question? 

This question is related to the previous question that the justification for the use of waqf 

lands in housing is synchronized in addressing the housing question in this section. To 

address the housing question, donated lands are used for housing the poor and needy 

of the community. I shall extend this discourse with another case study that Haila (2015) 

claims has addressed and solved the housing question. I accompany the above findings 

by referring to a case of the land and housing policies of Singapore and its approach to 

public housing. 

For most of the world, the term public housing is usually associated with uninspired rows 

concrete apartment blocks, associated with poor low-income residents. In Singapore 

however, 80 percent of the population lives in one of its one million public apartments. 

They bear no social stigma and are enjoyed by both the rich and the poor. Somehow, 

Singapore seems to have solved the housing problem. 

Public housing was first introduced on the island with the creation of the Singapore 

Improvement Trust under British rule in 1927. It was an attempt to solve the city’s 

housing needs and the growing problem of overcrowding. The poor, at the time, mainly 

lived in squatter settlements and high-density shophouses. When Singapore gained 

sovereignty after the Second World War in 1959, the department of Housing and 

Development Board (HDB) was created replacing the Singapore Improvement Trust. Lee 

Kuan Yew, Singapore’s first prime minister, declared that home ownership was essential 

to giving its population a stake in the country (Linda, 2015). Thus, HDB was given an 

exceptional degree of freedom and guaranteed financial support and expenditure in its 

building projects. Its initial priority was to solve the dire housing shortage. The Land 

Acquisition Act was passed in 1966 allowing the state to acquire land to serve the public 

benefit, namely residential, commercial, or industrial purposes. Private landowners 

could not object even though the state provided compensation. 
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In many ways, Singapore has removed housing from the free market. Prices are set 

based on its citizen’s ability to pay and individuals can’t own more than one public 

apartment at a time. In Singapore, the nature of housing is thus more aligned to the idea 

that housing is a place to live rather than an investment. Needless to say, homes and 

apartments are indeed assets that can be sold in the market, they do serve that role, 

however, less imperative.  

Like the cases that I have studied on waqf, Haila (2015) looked at an instance where the 

city state of Singapore with very limited amount of land decided that private real estate 

owners should not be able to extract rent but should instead receive the rent for the use 

of the residents of the city. There is rent but it is extracted by the public body, an 

alternative to the private property model advocated by western economists. Here is a 

system of land management that is capable of escaping a lot of problems associated 

with private land and free market economic systems and the power dynamics involved 

in the property rights system. 

Haila (2015) came into the conclusion from her study of Singapore and analyzing the 

role of state landownership that affordable housing is in fact feasible and preventing 

land speculation is in fact possible of which the latter she defines as the “key to 

successful housing and urban policy” (p.24). 

Naturally, this raises questions about transferability. While there are certainly lessons to 

be learned from Singapore’s public housing approach, it is more of an idea than a 

method. Much like Haila (2015) doesn’t suggest that Singapore’s land regime model as 

an ideal (p. 17), I also do not suggest that waqf as an ideal or should be exported and 

replicated but rather to help understand the injustices related to land in cities and to 

bring forth the real world cases of the alternative that tackle these urban problems. As 

this is a case study, a case-study approach “means that conclusions cannot be 

generalized for every community, it can still provide valuable insight into likely 

outcomes, and why they might occur” despite how tempting it may be to selectively 

replicate the Singaporean or the waqf model (Archer, 2010, p.70). 
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In Singapore, setting aside the accomplishments of its land and housing policy, 

Singapore’s public housing is also inevitably tied to its strong government, leaving 

questions on the matter of political freedoms and civil liberties. Needless to say, waqf is 

not a perfect system as well. I of course acknowledge some of the drawbacks of the waqf 

practices and as an institution. First, waqf is established when individuals endow their 

properties. This ultimately relies on the voluntary altruistic actions of the people with 

the means to do so. This leaves an important problem, thus, waqf lands only exists 

because of the benevolent gestures of the wealthy regardless of what motivates them. 

Second, the mosque committee members are male-dominated. Especially while the top 

three main positions (Imaam, Kateb, Bilan) can only be served by men, raising the 

question of gender discrimination. And lastly, even though the remaining 12 committee 

members acts as the democratic body of the mosque committee and are elected 

members from the community to serve for four years, the Imaam, Kateb, Bilan serve 

their positions for life. These are undoubtedly among the main issues of the waqf 

institution observed in the cases in Bangkok. 

I have used rent theory to convey the problematic relationship between landowning 

bodies and the uses of that land. In the waqf cases that I have studied, these injustices 

that Haila (1988) pointed out become done away with. As rent isn’t being extracted 

here, it’s an alternative to the western model of social justices. I understand rent theory 

as Anne Haila fleshed it out in the urban land and the urban setting. I have studied and 

looked at an instance of a system that does away with private property and speculative 

interests. 

Throughout the urban process of Bangkok, there have been initiatives attempting to 

tackle the housing problem. The main problem of Bangkok with its highly commodified 

real estate and speculative land markets has not been addressed by both the 

government agencies and NGOs. There are still bodies extracting land rent. With all 

these schemes, they are still failing. But here is a case of the Muslim community using 

there system of land donations and using that land for the public good instead of 

extracting land rents. These numerous initiatives and various housing policies do not 
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completely and entirely alleviate urban and social problems and will not survive because 

they are under the capitalist world system. They do not tackle the main problem because 

the policies and initiatives deal with actors who are still following the profit-seeking 

capitalist agenda. “it is not that the solution of the housing question simultaneously 

solves the social question, but that only by the solution of the social question, that is, by 

the abolition of the capitalist mode of production, is the solution of the housing question 

made possible” (Engels, 1872, p.50). These initiatives and policies can’t keep up with the 

already existing and growing rent extracting agents. Here is a system that exists within 

the city that is an alternative to the status quo and I have presented this alternative in 

this thesis. 

Waqf appears to do away with the social inequality in a free market system that rent 

theory portrays. Waqf lands appears to be going against capitalist forces that causes 

many urban problems. Of course waqf lands and properties are assets, but its value is 

derived from its use over its monetary worth. Here, use value is paramount over 

exchange value that Marx postulated. The collected rents are way below market rates 

and in some cases is done away with rent altogether. Rent extraction here is not the 

main objective but the key factor is to host the community members in need of land, 

providing land for the landless. Tenants on waqf land are not evicted if they can’t pay 

rent and at times left uncollected. Again, the rent here that is collected is pooled back 

in to community functions, to cover maintenance costs and meant to serve the common 

benefit. It is a charitable body and philanthropic body. Ultimately, Waqf developments 

are not only materialistic developments but rather points out the deep-rooted social 

connections and relations within the community on the land in which they live on. 

This thesis has contributed the waqf land use and the Islamic principles of charity into 

the theoretical discussions around the urban land and housing question. Further 

research should be done in investigating non-private and non-commodified forms of 

land tenure. Whether its land owned and managed by other religious organizations or 

other systems of customary land ownership. It is monumental to bring forth the 

functioning real world cases of an alternative to the land debate.  
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8. Appendix 1 Interview Questions 

 

 

The nature of waqf land 

Who owns the land of this mosque? 

Who donated the land?  

Can you tell something about the history of this mosque? 

How much land? Is there more land beyond this mosque? 

What is the use of it and how did the land became waqf?  

 

Motivations and Justifications for the donations  

Why is land donated? 

Are there some religious scriptures? 

Do these scriptures oblige or inspire to donate land? 

Are there some ways the land donors are recognized, for example inscriptions? 

 

Management of the waqf land 

How are waqf lands managed? 

What is the decision making process like? 

Who are the beneficiaries? 

Are there some regulations on how the waqf lands should be managed? 

How are the maintenance and operational costs of the mosque covered? 

Is it possible to sell waqf land? 
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Use of waqf land. 

What is it used for? 

Has the waqf land been used for housing? 

For what kind of housing (affordable, mosque employees, homeless)? 

For what purposes the waqf land is leased? 

What is the rent, compared to the market rent? How are the tenants selected? 

How is the revenue from waqf land distributed? 

 


