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The Origins and Intentions of the Anglo-Persian Agreement 1919: A
Reassessment
Philip Henning Grobien

Iranian Studies, University of St Andrews, St Andrews, UK

ABSTRACT
The Anglo-Persian Agreement has never been anything other than controversial. Outwardly, an
agreement negotiated by traitors in secrecy, it was to give the British government control over
the administration, finance, and military in Iran after the First World War. Much maligned as a
plan for a protectorate, the criticism has largely obscured the narrative which shows that this
agreement can be seen as a logical conclusion to policies followed by Iran and Britain which
had begun in the previous century. In addition, it is likely that the convictions and motivations
of the architects of the agreement have been misjudged. Though by no means seeking to
exonerate the culpability of self-serving Iranian politicians who sought this agreement, this
article seeks to reassess the origins and negotiations behind the agreement and show that its
negotiation had precedent and was of vital need to Iran.
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1. Introduction

The Anglo-Persian Agreement (agreement), negotiated
between Vosuq al-Dowleh, the Prime Minister of Iran
and Lord Curzon in 1919, aimed to provide Iran with
the necessary tools to recover from the deprivations of
the First World War and to aid in its reform which had
been held up in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury. At the same time, the agreement was to aid Iranian
stability in the region and thereby ostensibly provide the
British with greater security for India and the British
mandate for Mesopotamia. The agreement encouraged
opposition from both inside and outside Iran. Out of
time and out of fashion, the Anglo-Persian Agreement
was to be a failure. Any possible advantage of the agree-
ment to Iranwas subsumed by the secrecy and fraudulent
nature of the negotiations and its role in affecting Iran’s
attendance at the Peace of Paris at the end of the war.
The Anglo-Persian Agreement’s epitaph has been more
starkly remembered given the ability of Reza Shah to
push through reforms in the years after he took power.

The aim of this paper is not to re-iterate already well-
described research but to highlight assumptions and facts
which are open to re-interpretation and re-assessment.
This has been accomplished by re-interpreting existing
research and in some cases evaluating new research. By
using British archives together with research into Iranian
newspapers, this article will show that the narrative of the
Anglo-Persian Agreement is far more nuanced than
current historiography suggests. Examining the

Anglo-Persian Agreement in a new light will show that
the agreement was not unforeseen but a culmination of
ideas on reform going back many decades. In fact,
ideas for reform which included British domination of
Iran can be traced to Malcom Khan’s discussions with
British politicians. There is also a suggestion that the
motivations of the architects of the agreement, Lord Cur-
zon, Sir Percy Cox and Vosuq al-Dowleh, may have been
misjudged. Lord Curzon’s rationale for intervention in
Iran may have been grounded more profoundly in
Iran’s resurrection rather than part of Britain’s security
puzzle. Sir Percy Cox, in fact, played a more significant
role in the planning of the agreement and the agreement
cannot be divorced from the plans for Iraq and British
rule in Egypt. A more rounded appraisal of Vosuq al-
Dowleh also shows that though flawed he may have
had good intentions.

This paper is grounded on two foundational themes.
The first considers the agreement in relation to Iran’s
long history of confrontation with reform and modern-
isation of the state. The agreement cannot be separated
from the long narrative in which Iran was forced to con-
front the political, cultural, and technological paradigm
of the West. The long nineteenth century is a testament
to a pre-modern Iran’s difficulty in either accepting or
declining the appropriation and absorption of modern
western methods. By 1919, most if not all of Iran’s poli-
ticians and elite regarded state reform a prerequisite for
survival, but the question remained, how to modernise
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to an Iranian paradigm. The Anglo-Persian Agreement
is part of this narrative and was not an anomaly.

The second theme is that the period just after the
First World War was far more nuanced than has been
previously supposed, and not simply a period of decline.
The agreement has been seen as a symptom of a Qajar
dynasty in decline. However, there is growing research
to argue that this was not a period of decline in Iran
but rather a period of new ideas put forward by contri-
butors to the Constitutional Revolution who wanted to
employ modern means to enable Iran’s regeneration.1

In light of this, it is suggested that the narrative of the
agreement is incomplete and more nuanced. My own
research of Iran’s post-war foreign policy has brought
to light contradictions in the accepted narratives con-
cerning the necessity, negotiations, and delivery of the
Anglo-Persian Agreement.

2. Synopsis of the Anglo-Persian Agreement,
1919

The agreement was the result of negotiations between
Vosuq al-Dowleh, the Prime Minister of Iran, Nosrat
al-Dowleh and Sarem al-Dowleh, known as the triumvi-
rate and Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox. The agreement
was announced in August 1919. It emphasised the inde-
pendence of Iran but called for closer political and mili-
tary ties. It specified the supply of British officers to
enable the reform of the Iranian army and consolidation
into a uniform force. It provided for the supply of expert
advisors to the government of Iran and greater
co-operation in trade and the development of transport
infrastructure. The agreement was also to set up a com-
mittee to examine and revise the existing customs tariff.2

A loan for £2,000,000 sterling at 7% was arranged with
Britain to pay for these reforms.

In addition, two separate letters were secretly agreed
between the two parties. The first letter covered desider-
ata which the triumvirate would have preferred to be in
the public agreement. It called for the revision of treaties
between Iran and Britain, help in Iran’s claims “for
material damage suffered at the hands of other belliger-
ents”, and the “justifiable” rectification of Iran’s borders.3

3. Historiography of the Anglo-Persian
Agreement

The political narrative of the Anglo-Persian Agreement
has been discussed by a relatively small number of
researchers and some of this research will be highlighted
here in chronological order.

Shaul Bakhash examined the negotiations leading up to
the agreement solely using British archives. His contri-
butions revolve around the ambitions and lengths that Sir
Charles Marling (Minister in Iran, 1915–1918) took to
install Vosuq al-Dowleh as Prime Minister. A plan which
would further tie Vosuq al-Dowleh with British machina-
tions in the eyes of the Iranians. Of particular interest,
Shaul Bakhash showed that the Iranians had been submit-
ting proposals to the British which preceded the British
initiatives towards the Anglo-Persian Agreement.4

Muhammad Ali Ala al-Saltaneh, during his short tenure
as Prime Minister, had proposed a uniform military force
in July 1917.5 In June 1917, Britain was “informed of the
Iranian desire to institute financial and other reforms”.6

Homa Katouzian has situated the Anglo-Persian
Agreement within a dialectical narrative of chaos and
arbitrary rule.7 In this paradigm, the agreement serves
as a crucial episode which enabled the rise of Reza
Khan and the Pahlavi dynasty. Though at times Homa
Katouzian comes close to defining the agreement as
another effort to modernise Iran, his research is more
important in highlighting the diplomatic battle which
ensued both inside and outside Iran regarding its nego-
tiation and implementation.

William Olson’s analysis of the Anglo-Persian Agree-
ment8 concentrated on the negotiations towards an
agreement along similar lines to the research of Shaul
Bakhash. His research would go on to inform his wider
analysis of Anglo-Iranian relations,9 in which the
Anglo-Persian Agreement played a part in Britain’s
search to determine a cogent post-war policy towards
Iran in order to secure her wider imperial interests. In
some respects,Houshang Sabahi’s research on this period
of Iranian andBritish diplomacy points to the rise of Reza
Khan as a solution to Britain’s security needs.10

Critical to this paper has been Oliver Bast’s research
which has countered accepted notions of Vosuq al-

1There is a considerable amount of growing research which argues that the decline of Qajar Iran has been exaggerated and is more nuanced. See Bast, “Putting
the Record Straight” and Bast, “Disintegrating the ‘Discourse of Disintegration’”. Grobien, “Iran and Imperial Nationalism”.

2For a copy of the original document see, IOR/L/PS/10/736 pt.5, Agreement Between the Governments of Great Britain and Persia, 9 July 1919, 147–148.
3Ibid., 172–173.
4Bakhash, “The Origins of the Anglo-Persian Agreement”.
5Ibid., 3.
6Ibid., 4.
7See chapters 4 and 5 in Katouzian, State and Society in Iran.
8Olson, “The Genesis of the Anglo-Persian Agreement”.
9Olson, Anglo-Iranian Relations.
10Sabahi, British Policy in Persia.
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Dowleh as a traitor and instead has portrayed him as a
man devising and running “a cleverly exercised diplo-
matic strategy”.11 Oliver Bast’s conclusion’s regarding
Vosuq al-Dowleh remain at odds with previous Iranian
narratives of his role in the Anglo-Persian Agreement
where the agreement is frequently and derogatively
referred to as “Vosuq al-Dowleh’s Agreement”. The nar-
rative of the agreement is often boiled down to accusa-
tions that Vosuq al-Dowleh sold Iran for 200,000
tomans.12 More recently, Persian historiography has
developed to view the agreement, and Vosuq al-Dow-
leh’s role in it, in a more considered manner. This
includes research by Alireza Mollai Tavani13 and
others.14

One problem facing researchers of the Anglo-Persian
Agreement is that what little evidence there is, lies in
British archives and there appears to be very little Ira-
nian source material. As suggested by Kaveh Bayat,
the very lack of Iranian source material may have helped
promote a negative view of the agreement and may have
helped develop a narrative which has condemned it out
of hand.15 The slender existence of Iranian archive
material necessitates the research of contemporary
newspapers. In fact, in a land, where government com-
munications and meeting of themajlis (parliament) was
sporadic, newspapers remained the only way for gov-
ernment policy to be articulated. This article, therefore,
has relied on the communications by government and
allies of the Anglo-Persian Agreement in three newspa-
pers: The newspaper Iran, a semi-official newspaper
which was coincidently edited by Mohammad Taqi
Bahar during the period that Vosuq al-Dowleh was in
office, Ra’d which was edited by Seyyed Zia al-din Taba-
taba’i and Rahanna edited by Abdolrahim Rahanma. All
editors were friends and supporters of Vosuq al-Dowleh
and the Anglo-Persian Agreement and provide insights
into the minds of those who saw advantages in the
agreement.

4. 1919: Crisis and Opportunity

The Anglo-Persian Agreement cannot be separated
from the circumstances in which both Iran and Britain
found themselves as the First World War ended.

The First WorldWar had been calamitous for Iran. A
declaration of neutrality ignored, Iran had become a
battleground for the Allied and Central powers.

Government control of the country, never solid prior
to the war, had broken down further with numerous
uprisings. Famine and outbreaks of epidemics had
exacerbated Iran’s problems. The issues which Iran
faced were deemed so acute that the post-war mood of
Iran’s ruling elite feared the possible demise of the
country.16 However, rather than settling for further col-
lapse, the Iranian elite was to show a considerable
motivation towards resurrecting Iran. The question
which remained was how to revitalise a post-war Iran.

Britain’s position had also changed. With the defeat
of Germany and Turkey and Russia’s preoccupation
with its revolution, Britain was now the unparalleled
power in Iran and the Middle East. The opportunity
now existed to shape the Middle East to serve British
imperial needs and security. For Britain the strategy
had not changed: Greater political influence throughout
the region would encourage commercial opportunities
and satisfy the security of India. The tactics needed to
achieve this broad aim was to be the sticking point, a
situation not helped by competing ideas and efforts
throughout the broader reaches of the British
government.

4.1. British Plans for the Middle East

The British had begun planning for peace in the Middle
East remarkably early during the First World War,
albeit erratically. Buffeted by the victories and reversals
on the various fronts, a somewhat fractious relationship
with the French towards the Middle East, and conten-
tious relationships between the various “experts” on
the region, plans were inconsistently made and applied.
While much of the detailed analysis lies outside the
scope of this article, several issues are clear.

Britain was to gain greater influence in Iran. The de
Bunsen committee was appointed and reported on 30
June 1915,17 itemising numerous war aims both small
and large and making recommendations. The commit-
tee was primarily concerned with the disposition of
the Ottoman Empire once the expected victory came
and its concern with Iran was predicated on how Iran
was to fit in Britain’s post-war view of the Middle East
– a secure region in which British interests such as the
Suez Canal, the Persian Gulf, and India were to be pro-
tected. As far as Iran was concerned, a greater role for
Britain seemed already to be expected. In fact, Britain

11Bast, “Putting the Record Straight,” 275.
12Rohani, “Qarardad-e 1919 (Qarardad-e Vosuq al-Dowleh),” 655.
13Mollai Tavani, “Negahy dobareh be qarardad-e 1919”.
14Jahangiri, Mottaqi, and Mahdavi, “Vakary sherayat-e dakhely va beyn almalaly”.
15Bayat and Shahrzayee, Amal-e Iraniyan, 39–40.
16Foroughi, “Notgh Foroughi dar konferanse”.
17CAB 42/3/12, Report of a Committee, July 1915.
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had agreed to give Russia the “possession of Constanti-
nople, the European coast from the Black Sea to the end
of the Dardanelles, the Asiatic shore of the Bosphorus
[sic], the islands in the sea of Marmora, and Imbros
and Tenedos” in exchange for a “revision” of the
Anglo-Russian Agreement of 1907, which had split
Iran into zones of influence.18 The Sykes-Picot Agree-
ment (1916), which followed the committee’s rec-
ommendation, rather than carving-up the Middle East
between France and Britain was in fact just a wartime
measure to iron-out future disagreements should the
Ottoman Empire collapse suddenly.19 It did, however,
ensure that the question of Iran was left out of any Brit-
ish and French barter. Even so specific plans for Iran
were unclear.

4.2. Enter Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox

Lord Curzon has rightly been noted as the prime archi-
tect of the Anglo-Persian Agreement, however, his role
in it has been exaggerated. In fact, Sir Percy Cox played
a significant role in devising and promoting the agree-
ment. Also, importantly the relationship between these
two men has been largely ignored. The nature of these
two men and their relationship with each other was
an important factor in the failure of the agreement.

Lord Curzon’s interest in the East and Iran had prob-
ably begun as early as his student days in Eton. It was an
interest which would be furthered by his travels to Iran.
When still a young man, his first trip to Iran lasted a
mere three months but led to the creation of the double
volume “Persia and the Persian Question”. This work
would begin to establish him as an Iranian expert. His
travels were also to imbue in Lord Curzon a deep belief
in the civilising nature of the British Empire, a notion
which, given his knowledge of the eastern lands
revolved around the security of British India.

While Lord Curzon had done much to educate the
British public and politicians regarding Iran, he had
remained deeply sceptical of the “Persian character”
and Iran’s ability to reform itself. This view was not
unusual and had remained pre-dominant among British
politicians and travellers.20 Iran’s rulers had done little
during the nineteenth century to alter these assump-
tions. Lord Curzon also believed, correctly, that Britain
had never developed a consistent plan or policy with
regard to Iran that had come close to answering the

“Persian question”. The reasons for this are too numer-
ous to do justice here. However, in brief, Britain’s lack of
success revolved around the nature of British foreign
policy, which was frequently reactive, memorably
defined by Lord Salisbury’s as “to float lazily down
stream, occasionally putting out a diplomatic boat-
hook to avoid collisions”.21 Other important factors
included defining diplomacy towards Iran in terms of
Indian security and sometimes in terms of European
diplomacy and vice versa. Also, policies towards Iran
were to suffer from competing and confusing diplo-
matic strategies from the Indian government, the
India Office, and the Foreign Office.

Lord Curzon, after serving as Viceroy of India (1898–
1905) had spent the remaining years in limbo or in small
governmental capacities and had only re-joined the gov-
ernment in 1916. Though he became a member of the
War Cabinet 1916, he was, nevertheless isolated in
London from decisions in Paris. His ideas on post-war
Turkey ignored,22 it was likely that Lord Curzon was
developing ideas on how to plan and execute policy
swiftly and independently. Methods which would help
him introduce the Anglo-Persian Agreement. Lord Cur-
zon’s opportunity came when he was made acting
Foreign Minister as Lord Balfour attended the Peace
Conference in Paris on Britain’s behalf. Lord Curzon
took over the reins at the foreign office and used the
opportunity afforded him to drive the negotiations
towards the Anglo-Persian Agreement from Britain’s
end. The Anglo-Persian Agreement was to be Lord Cur-
zon’s contributions towards creating an imperial zone
around India and was to be his ultimate triumph.
Firstly, his intention was to bring Iran into a ring of
compliant states which would provide a buffer to, and
protection of, British India. Lord Curzon had always
accepted a role of a buffer state to protect British inter-
ests in India,23 and saw imperial and colonial tools as
sound methods to deliver successful strategic exigencies.
Secondly, Lord Curzon had decided that the failure over
a century of devising a coherent policy towards Iran had
now come down to making Iran a British protectorate in
all but name.

While the agreement was testament to Lord Curzon’s
vision and drive, the assumptions on which it was based
were not. He had carved out an expertise on Iran based
on a 3-month stay in Iran. That had been in 1889-1890,
and his characterisation of Iranians and Iran was to

18Ibid., Preliminary Considerations, points 1 and 3.
19Johnson, “The de Bunsen Committee,” 612.
20Edward Granville Browne remains the exception.
21Bourne, The Foreign Policy of Victorian England, 3.
22Nicholson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 75–81.
23Curzon, The Romanes Lecture 1907, 20–21.
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remain unchanged for the next 20 years. This was
despite the successful opposition to the Tobacco Regie
in 1890 which signified Iran’s first mass protest.24 In
fact, Lord Curzon never acknowledged that public
opinion in Iran had developed and was different to his
long-held assumptions. Even after the agreement was
made public, and a rattled Nosrat al-Dowleh, appealed
to Lancelot Oliphant at the Foreign office to sweeten
the agreement and calm public opinion, Lord Curzon
had remained unmoved.25

Lord Curzon’s goal to revitalise Iran was to coincide
with Sir Percy Cox replacing Sir Charles Marling as tem-
porary Minister to Iran in September 1918. Sir Percy
Cox, who had been Political Resident and responsible
for British interests in the Persian Gulf had, during
the war, served as the Chief Political Officer to the
Indian Expeditionary Force and would eventually
become Britain’s Civil Administrator in Bagdad.26 His
work in Mesopotamia helped to provide the foun-
dations as to how Iran might be reformed.

Sir Percy Cox’s experiences in Iran and the Persian
Gulf had also spawned ideas for Iran’s regeneration.
In a letter to Lancelot Oliphant, Sir Percy Cox wrote
that Iran “cannot continue to muddle along in the old
way” and “in the interest of civilization and neighbour
states she cannot be allowed to wallow in chaos and cor-
ruption as she has in the past 20 years, and must submit
to treatment”.27 If his understanding of Iran’s problems
had been established in Iran, his ideas towards a sol-
ution stemmed from the time spent in Iraq. His ideas
on a post-war Mesopotamia point to a very similar pro-
ject to that of Iran. In a number of memoranda between
April 1917 and September 1918, Sir Percy Cox partici-
pated in conversations which outlined administration,
military re-organisation and departmental structures
which were to be similar to those established under
the Anglo-Persian Agreement.28 The similarity is such
that it can be claimed that Sir Percy Cox’s role in the
agreement has been significantly understated.

In Sir Percy Cox, Lord Curzon was to have a useful
ally in Iran who believed in Iran’s regeneration. While
these two architects of the agreement had similar beliefs
towards Iran’s reform their relationship was to affect the
nature and success of the Anglo-Persian Agreement. Sir

Percy Cox seemed to be beholden to Lord Curzon and,
in a letter, to Lord Curzon, thanked him for his
advancement.29 This admiration may explain why Sir
Percy Cox during the negotiations for the agreement
fully countenanced Lord Curzon’s ideas, beliefs, which
were in 1919, out of date. It should have been clear to
Sir Percy Cox that the notion of the Anglo-Persian
Agreement was politically on very shaky ground. Yet,
time and time again, Sir Percy Cox supported claims
that the agreement would have deep support within
Iran. This occurred during the negotiations for the
agreement30 and in its aftermath.31 It may be that Sir
Percy Cox sincerely believed that support for the agree-
ment was deep-rooted. It is certainly the case that he
had made a similar assumption for the greater involve-
ment of Britain in Mesopotamia,32 claiming wrongly as
it turned out that a Britain was welcome. When Sir
Percy Cox did fight his corner, when he pushed for
Iran’s desiderata, he was not able to make Lord Curzon
see how important these issues were. These items were
to be pushed into a separate and secret letter (see
above) when their public articulation was vital.
Acknowledgement of suggestions such as the restitu-
tions of territory,33 or even the simpler agreement to
fly the Iranian flag in the Caspian would have made
the agreement more palatable to various sections of Ira-
nian society. Sir Percy Cox’s inability to make Lord Cur-
zon see the necessity of these commitments to counter
subsequent criticism to the agreement was just one of
the points which would doom the agreement.

4.3. Iran

While Iran’s predicament appeared precarious at the end
of the First World War, the immediate post-war period
offered opportunities to change Iran’s trajectory. In
fact, this period witnessed a renewed vigour and accep-
tance that reformwas vital in order to survive. Like others
worldwide, the Iranian political elite had been energised
by the shift in political imagination andwhat appeared to
be a new epoch of justice based on new agencies of inter-
national coordination, such as the League of Nations.
Moreover, Iran was also to engage with the widespread
“Wilsonian moment”.34 Already in 1916, Ahmad Shah

24Ross, “Lord Curzon and E. G. Browne,” 398.
25FO371/3864, Curzon to Cox, 24 September 1919, 65–66.
26“Major-general Sir Percy Zachariah Cox,” 1–5.
27FO371/3858, Cox to Oliphant, Tehran, 1 December 1918, 26–27.
28See IOR/L/PS/10/686.
29Mss Eur F112/251, Cox to Curzon, 10 April 1912, 2.
30FO371/3858, Grant, The Persian Question, 20 December 1918, 3–4.
31IOR/L/PS/10/736 pt.6, Cox to Foreign Office (assumed), 1 September 1919, 95–96.
32IOR/L/PS/10/686, Cox to Foreign Office (assumed), 14 February 1918, 133.
33FO371/3860, Cox to Curzon, 10 April 1919, 62.
34Manela, The Wilsonian Moment.
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had been petitioned by 300 Iranians to reply to President
Wilson’s Peace Note of 18 December 1916.35

In fact, Iran’s political climate had undergone a series
of changes. The period of revolutionary unrest (1906–
1911) had involved diverse and wide-ranging socio-pol-
itical groups and eventually resulted in a constitution
based on European lines but tailored to the Iranian para-
digm. The impetus for political reform, and the resist-
ance to change by the Russians in particular, helped the
growth of nationalist thought in Iran - a nationalist
movement which was to be further invigorated by the
loss of sovereignty during the First World War. Most
of all, the political elite had been participants in the Con-
stitutional Revolution, and had become the backbone of
successive Iranian governments, and now were deter-
mined to finish the job by introducing reforms and a
strong centralised government. Iran’s political elite had
concluded that further reform was necessary to re-vita-
lise Iran. In fact, this coincided with Lord Curzon’s and
Sir Percy Cox’s view that reforms where necessary in
Iran. The issue, was, however, that a significant body of
Iran’s elite sought reform based on independence from
British involvement in Iran and their energies were put
into sending delegates to the Peace of Paris in 1919. As
discussed below, the triumvirate agreed that Britain
could have a consequential role in reforming Iran.

5. The Genesis of the Agreement

Narratives of the Anglo-Persian Agreement have
assumed two foundational notions. The first was that
the edifice of the agreement had been built on assump-
tions regarding the security of India. Secondly, and cru-
cially, it has been believed that Iranian motivations only
came from a small cadre of politicians - the triumvirate.
Both views are open to challenge; it can be shown that
the re-vitalisation of Iran may have been important
and that the notion of closer connections with Britain,
predating the agreement, had a considerably longer ges-
tation period. These points will be examined here.

5.1. Britain

Over the nineteenth century, different approaches had
developed in securing British India from being menaced
by other powers. The necessity to keep India safe, first

from Napoleonic France and then the Russian Empire
had resulted in the need for a buffer state or states
between India and its unwelcome suiters. The idea of
the buffer state would over the years invite two differing
approaches. One was Masterly Activity, a more pro-
active strategy, which

wanted to promote relations with the border tribes, and
to provide for the defence of India outside India - that
is, to utilise Persia, Afghanistan, and Baluchistan as out-
works in Indian defence.36

Closely related to this reasoning was the idea of having a
forward policy where the bulwark or buffer to Russia
was as far from India as possible. Its antithesis, namely
Masterly Inactivity, assumed a laissez-faire attitude best
described as a “stationary or defensive policy… and a
“wait and see” policy towards Russia”.37

Lord Curzon was firmly in the Masterly Activity and
forward camp and in his speech to his colleagues, advo-
cating the reasoning for the agreement he stated:

If it be asked why we should undertake the task at all, and
why Persia should not be left to herself and allowed to rot
in picturesque decay, the answer is that her geographical
position, the magnitude of our interests in the country,
and the future safety of our Eastern Empire render it
impossible for us now… to disinterest ourselves from
what happens in Persia. Moreover, now that we are
about to assume the mandate for Mesopotamia, which
will make us coterminous with the western frontiers of
Persia, we cannot permit the existence, between the fron-
tiers of our Indian Empire in Baluchistan and those of
our new Protectorate, of a hotbed of misrule, enemy
intrigue, financial chaos, and political disorder.38

It was also true that Lord Curzon had warned of the
danger of Russia’s expansion in the Transcaspian
towards Iran and Afghanistan in 1889.39 The extent of
which seemed to be made permanent by the extension
of the Russian railway system to the edge of Iran and
Afghanistan’s borders. Indeed, the Great Game was
still afoot and there can be no doubt that Russia had
been a constant threat to the region and particularly
to Iran and Afghanistan.

However, despite these statements, not even Curzon
really believed that a Russian invasion of India was still a
viable proposition.40 Lord Curzon may also have agreed
that India, if she was to be defended, was better
defended closer to its own borders. This was not an iso-
lated view.41 James Balfour, in his description and

35Iran newspaper, 28 December 1916.
36Greaves, Persia and the Defence of India, 195.
37Ibid., 194.
38DBFP, Memorandum by Earl Curzon on the Persian Agreement, no.710, 1119–1121.
39Curzon, Russia in Central Asia in 1889.
40See chapter 9 in Curzon, Russia in Central Asia in 1889.
41Murdoch, “The Strategy of Russia in Central Asia”.
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criticism of the Anglo-Persian Agreement, makes the
point that given the geographical obstacles which a Rus-
sian Army would have to overcome and its eventual
long line of re-supply and communication, protecting
India would be easier on its own borders.42 Lord Curzon
would have been aware of these points and it would
seem that his posturing regarding Russia and the secur-
ity of India was the political sandwich in which he
would force through the resurrection of Iran. In fact, a
greater part of Lord Curzon’s aims was to aid Iran rather
than fit Iran into a strategic jigsaw of Empire.

When one considers that the re-vitalisation of Iran
may have been a primary concern then criticisms of
the agreement become easier to understand. It becomes
easier to see why Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox were
willing to arrange and fight for such an extensive
agreement.

In November 1918, Sir Percy Cox outlined a proposal
to obtain a mandate for Iran.43 The idea of a mandate
was repeated in a memorandum outlining reasons
why Iran should be prevented from attending the
Peace Conference in Paris.44 This idea was to be roundly
opposed by both the Foreign Office and Indian govern-
ment as too extensive but gave rise to another proposal
which described a scheme which was still closely related
to that of a mandate. In January, Sir Percy Cox proposed
an “extremely generous” proposal which included the
re-iteration of Iran’s independence, abrogation of the
1907 Anglo-Russian Convention, the creation of a uni-
form military force, the appointment of a financial advi-
sor and finally the withdrawal of British troops at the
earliest opportunity.45 This proposal was to have Lord
Curzon’s approval.

The Indian government opposed the agreement. Dis-
agreements between the Indian government and the
Foreign Office in London regarding policies towards
Iran and Iran’s role in India’s security had a long his-
tory. The first half of the eighteenth century saw the see-
sawing of responsibilities between the Indian
government and London. The later part of the eight-
eenth century saw disagreements on many aspects of
policy and overlapping involvement until posts in Iran
were finally apportioned between the Indian govern-
ment and the Foreign Office.46 In general, Indian

government officials were more prone to be concerned
with the Russian threat than those at the Foreign
Office, wanted a simpler relationship with Iran but
also a more limited one. These disagreements were to
remain until 1919.

India’s response to Sir Percy Cox’s ideas came from
the Viceroy and others in the Government of India.
The Viceroy (Lord Chelmsford) believed that the
reforms were too comprehensive and went too far. The
deployment of British advisors had been ill-thought
out and smacked of a protectorate. He also saw problems
with officering the new uniform force.47 Sir Hamilton
Grant, Secretary of the Foreign Office for India outlined
the strategies available to the British in Iran and ulti-
mately opted for a policy of limited assistance.48 Lord
Montagu, Secretary of State for India, had also objected
to Lord Curzon’s proposals and would not contribute
financially to a policy of which the Indian government
and India Office did not approve. Though Lord Monta-
gu’s opposition was eventually softened by Lord Curzon,
the point had been made.49 All in all, the Indian side of
the debate felt that assisting Iran on a more limited scale
satisfied the overarching objective of keeping India safe.
Of course, if the intention was to provide the structure
and elements to re-vitalise and reform Iran then by
that yardstick Lord Curzon’s plans were more fitting.

In part, the arguments regarding the costs of Lord
Curzon’s plans follow the same logic. The First World
War had taken its toll on Britain’s finances and her
debts had grown significantly. Cutting back on expendi-
ture throughout the Empire would have to include Brit-
ain’s operations in Iran. In addition, India was
beginning to be concerned about the financing as
Lord Curzon’s plans appeared to be un-costed. The
onus for paying for policies regarding India’s security
had frequently been India’s whether they agreed with
the policy or not. The Indian government repeatedly
had to balance unexpected financial outlay with its
own finance department.50 John Maynard Keynes, in a
memorandum suggested that British expenditure in
Iran was unsustainable.51

As most of the British expenditure paid for a British
military presence,52 Lord Curzon feared the repercus-
sions of British withdrawal from Iran as “immoral,

42See Balfour, Recent Happenings in Persia, 118–119.
43FO371/3263, Cox to Foreign Office, 14 November 1918, 60–62.
44IOR/L/PS/18/C193, Memorandum Regarding the Policy of His Majesty’s Government Towards Persia at the Peace Conference, 17 December 1918.
45FO371/3858, Cox to Foreign Office, 11 January 1919, 11–12.
46Monroe, Britain’s moment in the Middle East, 12.
47FO371/3858, Viceroy, 28 January 1919, 282–283.
48FO371/3858, Grant, The Persian Question, 20 December 1918, 3–4.
49Nicholson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 132–134.
50For some of these tensions see Greaves, Persia and the Defence of India, 12–13.
51FO371/3263, Keynes, 31 December 1918, 558–560.
52Olson, “The Genesis of the Anglo-Persian Agreement,” 197.
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feeble, and disastrous”.53 He also, however, was “taken
aback by Mr. Keynes’ note” which suggested that expen-
diture in Iran was exceeding 30 million pounds a year.54

Britain had kept Iran financially afloat during the war to
the tune of 350,000 tumans a month. A communication
from the India Office in May declared that India would
not be content to send further payments to Iran unless
they were secured on an interest-bearing loan which
“was adequately secured upon Persian public reven-
ues”.55 A subsequent meeting of the Eastern Committee
appeared to cement this idea.56 Ultimately, the agree-
ment was to be paid for by Iran based on a loan secured
on customs revenues. It is no wonder that Lord Curzon,
despite his original concern, had become quite relaxed
with the financial implications of the agreement. Just a
few weeks before Lord Curzon had noted on a Treasury
memorandum that he believed he would be thanked by
the Treasury when his plans were put in place.57

Issues raised by India concerning the comprehensive
nature of Britain’s proposed involvement in Iran fall
away when one understands that re-vitalisation rather
than security may have been Lord Curzon’s primary
aim. That is not to say that Lord Curzon would have
implemented an agreement which would harm Britain’s
Empire or retard its activities. Likewise, onemust be care-
ful to not see LordCurzonon an altruistic path. LordCur-
zon simply believed in a paternalistic imperialism.58 He
believed that Iran couldnot be re-vitalisedwithout British
help. His hubris made him believe that he was theman to
do this and that this was to be his legacy.

Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox’s “vision” for Iran was
only new in that it confirmed an overarching and complete
plan to finally resolve the “Persian question”. Parts of the
agreement were in one way, or another, discussed with
Iran over the previous years and decades. These included
the reform of the military forces in Iran, the supply of
experts, and the provision of communication and transport
infrastructure. All these issues had been caught up in the
imperial politics of Britain and Russia and the Great
Game. The withdrawal of Russia from Iranian politics had
taken away an important obstacle to deal with these issues.

5.2. Iran

During the First World War, the increased pressure
from foreign elements, such as the Ottomans, Germans

and British, had increased the fractures in Iranian poli-
tics.59 Nationalist sentiments had grown and though
politicians with nationalist sympathies generally
remained in power, there existed some particularly
from the old democrat party who wanted closer
relations with Britain. Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox
would have known about the fractures in Iranian poli-
tics but may not have appreciated the growth of nation-
alist feelings which filled the void left by the demise of
Russian influence. What all nationalists and democrats
were agreed on was that Iran could not carry on as
before. What split the nationalists was the method of
this change and the extent of foreign involvement.
Two separate initiatives were developed at the end of
the war.

The first was the decision to send a delegation to the
Peace of Paris which would argue for sovereignty, inde-
pendence and territorial adjustments based on a nation-
alist discourse. The second was the negotiations carried
out in secret between Vosuq al-Dowleh, together with
Nosrat al-Dowleh and Sarem al-Dowleh and Lord Cur-
zon and Sir Percy Cox, which was to lead to the Anglo-
Persian Agreement. Though Iran’s diplomacy in Paris
pushed a nationalist policy pursuing independence
from foreign powers, in other respects the goals differed
little with the negotiations towards the Anglo-Persian
Agreement. Both avenues explored territorial readjust-
ments, but the striking commonality was the necessity
to reform Iran. The delegation in Paris proposed, as
did the Anglo-Persian Agreement, that the “progress”
of Iran to be the ultimate aim.60 The delegates in Paris
sought to do this independently without the shackles
of semi-colonial control, Vosuq al-Dowleh chose to
initiate “progress” through a closer connection with
the British Empire.

This schism between these two strategies, one to
modernise on Iran’s own terms and the other to involve
one power, in this case Britain, reflected a well-worn
narrative in Iran’s response to modernisation. The del-
egation which went to Paris and argued for indepen-
dence and progress was a delegation of nationalists.
The delegation was led by Moshaver al-Mamalek (Ali
Gholi Khan Ansari), and included Mohammad Ali For-
oughi, Mirza Hossein Khan Ala, Momtaz al-Saltaneh,
Mirza Ali Gholi Khan and Entezam al-Molk. The
nationalist credentials of Moshaver al-Mamalek and

53Mss Eur F112/274, Eastern Committee, 30 December 1918, in Papers of the War Cabinet’s Eastern Committee, 13 Mar 1918–7 Jan 1919, 266–269.
54Ibid.
55FO371/3860, India Office to Foreign Office, 3 May 1919, 285.
56FO371/3860, Inter-Departmental Conference on Middle Eastern Affairs, 7 May 1919, 478–482, 6.
57FO371/3860, Curzon handwritten note, 21 April 1919, 167–168.
58Ansari, The Politics of Nationalism, 70.
59Atabaki, “The First World War”.
60Claims of Persia.
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other delegates were also established by British hostility
towards them and they were seen as troublemakers.61

While these nationalists were intellectually wedded to
a programme for independent progress, they were still
part of the Iranian government. Other well-known
intellectuals, such as Hasan Taqizadeh, who was unoffi-
cially pushing Iran’s desiderata on the international
stage, also pushed for Iranian modernisation. Hasan
Taqizadeh, however, did not envisage Iranian modern-
isation and a loss of independence.62 On 4 September
1919, Hasan Taqizadeh along with others published a
“violently worded manifesto”, attacking the Anglo-Per-
sian Agreement in the Berliner Tagesblatt.63

Another noted intellectual, Mirza Malkom Khan who
argued for an Iranian modernisation on European lines,
proposed modernisation by and through one power.
While it is true that Malkom Khan was no longer alive
by 1919, he holds an important place in the develop-
ment of Iranian political thought and in the debate
regarding modernisation. In fact, it is suggested here
that Malkom Khan supported enforcing modernisation
in Iran at the hands of the British. Had Malkom Khan
still been alive it was likely that he would have been a
supporter of the Anglo-Persian Agreement.

During his career, Mirza Malkom Khan (1833–1908)
strove to argue the case for an Iranian modernity on
Western lines both in and outside the various roles he
held in Iran’s government. He was the first to write
and put forward an almost complete government struc-
ture for Iran which importantly suggested a separation
between the legislative and executive in government –
a function as he saw it, of modernity.64 This was to be
known as the Ketabche ye Ghaybe. In many ways, this
blueprint pre-dated the Constitutional Revolution and
did have some effect on Mirza Husayn Khan’s judicial
and military reforms and the decree in 1872 establishing
ministerial bodies with a cabinet structure.65 Between
1872 and 1888, Malkom Khan headed the Iranian mis-
sion in London. After that, his most significant contri-
bution was the establishment of the newspaper
Qanun,66 (the law) which strove to push for the estab-
lishment of a constitutional system based on the rule
of law.67 The publication of Qanun was to be the last

straw in his relationship with Naser al-din Shah and
the Iranian governments. A prickly relationship had
fallen into hostility. His fraudulent role in the infamous
lottery concession had brought his ambassadorship in
London to an end. Qanun and the lottery concession
epitomise both sides of Malkom Khan, noted by
Hamid Algar, as a man of true contradiction.68

While Malkom Khan has been seen to be one of
Iran’s leading modernists extolling the requirement
for Iran to accept a Western modernity there are some
obvious deficiencies. The first is that he never really
explained how reforms and modernisation were to be
instituted; he had put forward a blueprint for modern-
ism but had left out the instructions. Moreover, his
role as one of Iran’s leading intellectuals has been tarn-
ished by his seeming ambivalence to Iran’s Consti-
tutional Revolution and the issues of civic nationalism
it initiated when he was still alive. Moreover, as Ali
Ansari suggests he was not a believer in developing a
“democratic” system, the problems of Iran necessitating
an autocrat to enable changes.69

Malkom Khan’s only practical method put forward to
accelerate the progress of modernity in Iran was to give
concessions to foreign powers on whatever terms
necessary to attract capital.70 This naturally meant
even greater involvement of European imperial powers
in Iran. By the mid-1880s, Malkom Khan had begun to
actively think about a greater involvement in Iran for
Britain. He had a meeting with Lord Hartingdon in
which he discussed his recall to Tehran and not wanting
to return empty handed wanted to take with him a pro-
posal from the British government which would help it
during its current difficulties with the Russians.71 At the
time, the Russians had annexed huge swathes of what
the Iranians considered Iranian territory and were
establishing a new border on the Attrek River. Malkom
Khan expressed the view that Britain was being left
behind by the Russian use of force and diplomacy
which the British were not prepared to counter. What
is particularly striking is his bemoaning the lack of
reform in Iran and that “in order to effect useful and
beneficial reforms the aid of Europeans would be
required”.72 Malkom Khan was prepared to go further

61FO371/3858, Cox to Foreign Office, 14 January 1919, 65.
62Taqizadeh, “Memorandum on Persia’s Wishes”.
63IOR/L/PS/10/736 pt.6, Foreign Office to Cox, 30 September 1919, 55–56.
64Algar, Mirza Malkum Khan, 35.
65Malkom, Ruznameh-e qanun.
66Algar, Mirza Malkum Khan, 107.
67Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1797, 84.
68Algar, Mirza Malkum Khan, 18–19.
69Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1797, 84–85.
70Algar, Mirza Malkum Khan, 112.
71FO60/450, Lord Hartington Memorandum, 4 February 1882, 196–203.
72Ibid., 197.
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and in March 1885, in a conversation with Ronald
Thomson, Minister to Iran, set out his vision for an
increased British presence in Iran.73 He declared that
he had for some time working out how to “make Eng-
land mistress of Persia [sic] the situation without
responsibility”.74 The draft further records

The administrationofPersiawould be engagedon the same
principles as has beendone inTunis andEgypt, butwithout
any sacrifice of independence on the part of Persia or any
assumption of open responsibility on the part of England.75

Ministers were to be given European assistants and Brit-
ain was to “exercise as much direct or indirect influence
over Persia as she thought fit”.

Persia would organise her own internal affairs, includ-
ing finance, army, public works, and general adminis-
tration exactly on the same principles and nearly in
the same forms as those which had been introduced
by France in Tunis, and which we were endeavouring
to introduce in Egypt.76

This “protectorate”,MalkomKhan argued, had the back-
ing of the Shah and certain Iranian ministers. There is,
however, no evidence that the Naser al-din Shah would
have entertained such a plan in any shape or form.Never-
theless, in substance these plans were to dovetail with
those of Lord Curzon. Lord Curzon would have been
in London during some of the periods in which Malkom
Khan had been Ambassador. It is compelling to suggest
that Malkom Khan and Lord Curzon might have dis-
cussed these plans at some length. However, though it
is probable that they bothmight havemet, there is no evi-
dence that they ever communicated with each other in
any form. Also, Lord Curzon’s ideas regarding Iran’s
future may not have reached such definitive reasoning
at that point. Nonetheless, Lord Curzon had regretted
British passivity during the 1880s regarding Russia and
had considered the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention as
a betrayal to the Iranian people.77

It is intriguing that suchproposalswerebeingdiscussed
at the highest levels of government during Naser al-Din
Shah’s reign. During the First World War, discussions
between the British government and Iran continued.
During the second half of the war, despite the chaos,

numerous short-lived but nationalist governments made
a succession of reform proposals to the British. In June
1917, Britain was “informed of the Iranian desire to insti-
tute financial and other reforms”.78 An agreement to set
up the South Persia Rifles in 1916 provoked great opposi-
tion in Iran and was contested by Iranian nationalists,79

and was followed in December 1917 by an Iranian
announcement to develop a uniform army force.80 This
was followed by an appeal from the Iranian government
which included the abrogation of the 1907 Convention
and the revision of the Customs Tariff.81

Given the exigencies of wartime, none of these pro-
posals came to anything. However, as Saul Bakhash
has argued, clearly there existed a motivation to
reform which came from the Iranians. By 1919,
what can be considered a convergence of ideas,
would, in time result in the Anglo-Persian Agreement.
Vosuq al-Dowleh’s announcement of the agreement,
published in the newspaper Iran on August 10,
1919, explained the reasons behind it and the neces-
sity and practicality of working with Britain to resolve
Iran’s intractable problems.82 In it, Vosuq al-Dowleh,
portrayed a picture of a broke and broken Iran not
able to defend itself and riven by rebellions and fam-
ine.83 In what can be seen as an attempt to pre-empt
criticisms of the agreement, Vosuq al-Dowleh
explained how Britain’s help remained the only option
for Iran. This was, of course, a solution first put for-
ward by Malkom Khan. Engaging one country, Brit-
ain, forestalled the failure of using many countries
to bring in modern methods into Iran.84 Moreover,
it was the solution born out of logic and dealing
with facts rather than emotive desires for an indepen-
dent strategy which excluded Britain. In this way,
Vosuq al-Dowleh, was no less a nationalist than
those who argued for independence as a forerunner
to modernisation, he just believed that independence
was not possible given the means at Iran’s disposal.

6. Negotiating the Anglo-Persian Agreement

Notions and ideas which had led to the Anglo-Persian
Agreement had, either in part or in whole, been part

73FO60/468, Thomson draft, Foreign Office, 11 March 1885, 35–46.
74Ibid., 39.
75Ibid., 41.
76Ibid., 43–44.
77Nicholson, Curzon: The Last Phase, 125–129.
78Bakhash, “The Origins of the Anglo-Persian Agreement,” 4.
79Cronin, “Building a New Army,” 72–73.
80FO371/3265, Enclosure Marling of October 12, 10 October 1917, 207.
81FO371/3265, Mushavar-ul-mamalik to Marling, 1 February 1918, 227–228.
82“Beyaneyeh az taraf-e aqa rais olvowzaraʾ”. Akhareen tasmeee heyat-e dowlat” [Statement by the Prime Minister. The latest resolution of the cabinet], Bayat
and Shahrzayee, Amal-e Iraniyan, no. 209, 437–446.

83An English precis of this article can be found in Katouzian, State and Society in Iran, 108–109.
84FO371/3859, Thorburn, Persia’s Position in the League of Nations.
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of the political narrative reaching back at least to the
1880s. By 1919, all the problems faced by Iran which
would be subsequently covered by the agreement had
intensified; Iran could not defend itself, she had run of
money and was financially dependent on the British.
What administrational infrastructure Iran had, had
crumbled under the weight of uprisings, disease, and
famine. Given the issues which Iran faced the nego-
tiation of this, or indeed any, agreement with the British
now the predominant power was not surprising.

However, the agreement was to encounter large cri-
ticism from inside and outside Iran which was to crip-
ple it and render it lifeless. Homa Katouzian has
argued that the agreement may only have had a hand-
ful of supporters in Iran and that those who did sup-
port the agreement did so for personal benefit.85 It is
almost impossible to substantiate this claim, but it is
necessary to give a more rounded explanation of the
criticisms of the agreement using archival material.
What we will see is an agreement which was largely
criticised for what was seen as a nail in the coffin of
independence and whose possible benefits were sub-
sumed by the actions and assumptions towards
Vosuq al-Dowleh and the triumvirate which had little
to do with the agreement itself. These points will be
analysed here.

6.1. Independence

It is the question of independence which most exer-
cised opponents of the agreement both inside and out-
side Iran. The American press attacked Britain for its
treatment of Iran, considering the agreement “the
establishment of a British Persia”.86 Les Temps, had
drawn comparisons with British and Russian protesta-
tions of respecting Iranian integrity and independence
in the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention which had
carved Iran into spheres of influence, and determined
that Iran’s independence was over.87 The French and
United States governments began quietly campaigning
against the agreement and declined to recognise it.

There were, however, other views which were
drowned out at the time. Amidst cries in the inter-
national press of British attempts in turning Iran
into a protectorate, Amos. S. Hershey, a contemporary
historian, explored the agreement within the realpolitik

of the time.88 He suggested that given the position of
Britain as the pre-eminent power in Iran and British
interests on either side of Iranian borders that Britain
could do nothing else. Why should Britain not employ
itself as it had done in Egypt, introducing modernis-
ations. Afterall, independence was not promised to
Egypt and there was always a chance that Iran could
go the way of Canada and Australia. In the end,
Britain’s primary concern was peace and if that
could be achieved then surely it was better for the
world.

Hershey’s analysis may come as a shock to the
accepted narrative of the Anglo-Persian Agreement,
but it may also have been ill thought out. It was certainly
true that Britain was the undoubted power in Iran at this
time. To a lesser degree, it could be argued that a lawless
Iran might not have been a problem to regional peace as
Britain would, with the Iraq Mandate, be coterminous
with all of Iran’s borders save the Iran/Russia border.
Identification with British colonies, however, is proble-
matic and suffer from facile comparisons. The question
of the British protectorate of Egypt is interesting yet in
1919 the British saw no reason to proceed on such a
basis. When the Eastern Committee discussed the
details of the Anglo-Persian Agreement in May 1919,
Edwin Montagu (Secretary of State for India) and
Lord Curzon implied that an Egyptian option was off
the table. In fact, Lord Curzon and Lord Montagu
seemed to be in pains to exclude comparisons between
Iran and Egypt. “The present condition”89 of Egypt
was probably an allusion towards the rise of anti-British
sentiment and nationalism in Egypt. It is also likely that
the Egyptian proposal demanding independence at the
Peace of Paris was also prescient.90

In Iran opposition to the agreement appeared to
permeate most parts of Iranian society, including the
Ulema, nationalists and constitutionalists, journalists,
the Gendarmerie, and members of the Cossack bri-
gade.91 Many nationalists were to take their cue, and
be emboldened by, the international criticism of the
agreement. What has been seldom commented on has
been the press campaign on behalf of the government
in the newspaper Iran which ran a series of articles,
letters and editorials discussing the agreement between
August and September 1919.92 They emphasised Iran’s
dire state of affairs, applauded that Vosuq al-Dowleh

85Katouzian, State and Society in Iran, 109–110.
86“Imperialism Proceeds”, Chicago Tribune, 19 August 1919.
87“Le cas de la Perse,” Bulletin De Jour, Le Temps (Paris), 16 August 1919.
88Hershey, “The New Anglo-Persian Agreement”.
89FO371/3860, Inter-Departmental Conference on Middle Eastern Affairs, 7 May 1919, 478–482, 3.
90The Egyptian National Claims.
91Katouzian, State and Society in Iran, 122.
92“Dar atraf-e beyaneyeh-e rais olvowzaraʾ,” [In respect to the Prime Minister’s statement], Bayat and Shahrzayee, Amal-e Iraniyan, no. 213–223, 457–518.
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was the man committed to change,93 and that opposi-
tion to the agreement was based more on
emotion and a visceral reaction rather than logical
thought,94 and that only two countries can be party to
such an agreement and Britain rather than the U.S.
was the better choice.95 However, running through all
the articles were two themes: Firstly, that most ideas
for Iran’s reform were utopian and illusory, and as
one article put it “Iran’s national aspirations cannot
match the daily wishes and needs of this country”.96 Sec-
ondly, that Iran’s problems were so extensive that an
association with just one foreign power made more
sense, and that “True patriots who attribute great misery
to the lack of civilisation, territorial administration and
universal poverty, must admit that the Iranian govern-
ment was compelled to commit to a plan with one
foreign government”.97

In March 1920, Vosuq al-Dowleh published another
article in defence of the agreement.98 This article princi-
pally defends the agreement against the accusations of
Iran’s loss of independence. In it, he argued that Iran’s
independence would be secured under the agreement.
This may have been seen at the time and later as a
dubious argument, but it necessitates greater examin-
ation. Vosuq al-Dowleh would argue that “true” inde-
pendence can only be achieved by good governance
and the generation of wealth. In this way, nationalism
and sovereignty would follow the introduction of mod-
ern methods. Not only is there a logical line between
Vosuq al-Dowleh and Mirza Malkom Khan, but there
exist an obvious allusion to the move from a dynastic
to national state.

6.2. Treachery and Fraud

Vosuq al-Dowleh remains the main protagonist and has
been the recipient of accusations of treachery and fraud.
Vosuq al-Dowleh was a man of undoubted education
and intelligence. What is sometimes forgotten is that,
like many of the diplomats and politicians of the time,
he had also been an active participant in the

Constitutional Revolution. As a young man, he had
become an envoy to Mozaffar al-Din Shah. During the
Constitutional Revolution he developed a predisposi-
tion towards parliamentary government and was elected
to the first majlis as a delegate from Tehran.99 He also
became deputy speaker for that body. It is more than
likely that the foundation of Vosuq al-Dowleh’s reform-
ing ideas was established during this period. With the
closure of themajlis under Mohammad Ali Shah, an iso-
lated Vosuq al-Dowleh maintained his links with the
constitutional movement.100 In time, Vosuq al-Dowleh
was to occupy several positions during Ahmad Shah’s
reign, becoming Foreign Secretary and eventually
Prime Minister for the first time in 1916.

Vosuq al-Dowleh legacy as a traitor and British
lacky appears to have emanated solely from his role
in negotiating the agreement in 1919. Accusations
made easier because he was disliked by his colleagues
and not trusted by Ahmad Shah. However, before
working with Charles Marling to become first Prime
Minister and then to negotiate the agreement with
Marling’s successor Cox, one cannot discern any par-
ticular proclivities towards the British. His conduct, in
collusion with Charles Marling, is damning. At one
point they both cooked-up a plan to ease Vosuq al-
Dowleh’s path to the premiership. Charles Marling
organised and paid for demonstrations to close the
bazaars. When this failed, he arranged for armed
demonstrators to close the bazaars.101 There can be
no doubt that Vosuq al-Dowleh comes out of this epi-
sode badly. The event also helps to reinforce the nar-
rative of the pervasive and inexcusable involvement of
Britain in Iran.

There is some doubt, however, whether Vosuq al-
Dowleh was wedded to the British for any other reason
than pragmatism. Proclivities either towards the Rus-
sians or the British and during the war years, the Ger-
mans, was a natural by-product of an Iran competed
over by foreign powers. In fact, William Olson has
suggested that Vosuq al-Dowleh had been considered
pro-Russian at some point before 1919.102 In fact

93“Dar atraf-e beyaneyeh-e rais olvowzaraʾ,” 14 zeqʿdeh 1337 [In respect to the Prime Minister’s statement, 11 August 1919], Bayat and Shahrzayee, Amal-e
Iraniyan, no. 213, 457–461.

94“Dar atraf-e beyaneyeh-e rais olvowzaraʾ,” 21 zeqʿdeh 1337 [In respect to the Prime Minister’s statement, protests, 18 August 1919], Bayat and Shahrzayee,
Amal-e Iraniyan, no. 216, 473–476.

95“Dar atraf-e beyaneyeh-e rais olvowzara,” eʾterazat, 24 zeqʿdeh 1337 [In respect to the Prime Minister’s statement, protests, 21 August 1919], Bayat and Shahr-
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Vosuq al-Dowleh’s politics appear to have been prag-
matic. He assumed that Iran’s regeneration could not
happen without a significant role of the major power
in Iran, the British.

Traitorous accusations were made easier by his role
in thwarting Iran’s programme in Paris. Despite argu-
ments to the contrary,103 there can be no doubt that
Vosuq al-Dowleh obstructed the work of the Iranian
delegates in Paris. As the delegates pressed for entry to
the conference, Vosuq al-Dowleh incurred the ire of
the British who saw no reason to engage with the Ira-
nian delegates. However, the Iranian diplomacy did, at
times, serve a useful role in pushing the British towards
the agreement with Vosuq al-Dowleh. Nevertheless, the
delegates in Paris, pursuing a programme for indepen-
dence and nationalism, carried the hopes of the nation,
something which an agreement with the British could
not do.

6.3. Secrecy

Contemporary opponents and subsequent critics of the
Anglo-Persian Agreement have noted the secrecy
behind the negotiations between the triumvirate, and
Lord Curzon and Sir Percy Cox. The agreement had see-
mingly been unleashed without any inkling that nego-
tiations had in fact taken place. Such ominous
beginnings for an agreement seemed to signal, in the
febrile politics of Iran, as yet another agreement which
would be detrimental to Iran. The list of previous
such agreements was long. The most recent example
had been the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention which
had divided Iran into three spheres of influence. These
spheres which had allocated the north of Iran to Russia,
the south to Britain and the middle neutral, had, in 1915
been condensed into two spheres dispensing with the
neutral one.

It is worth noting that most diplomacy, then as now,
takes place within reasonable confidentiality. Neverthe-
less, Ahmad Shah did know the negotiations were taking
place though he was in all probability a reluctant partici-
pant. The delegates in Paris were also informed that
these negotiations were taking place, though they
found out through the British and not their own govern-
ment.104 On hearing that negotiations were taking place
in Tehran behind their backs, the delegates in Paris
feared the worst. Vosuq al-Dowleh was culpable in
not informing the head of the commission what

separate negotiations had been going on in Tehran.
Apart from that though, it is difficult to see what
Vosuq al-Dowleh could have done. It is probable that
he would have reasoned, correctly, that any further
openness would have led to enough opposition from
politicians and Iranians to render the negotiations
impossible let alone an agreement. Vosuq al-Dowleh,
however, was playing a difficult hand. On one hand,
secrecy was important in the success of the negotiations,
but on the other hand, he must have known that secrecy
would help to sink the agreement.

Lord Curzon’s view on secrecy was more compli-
cated. Whilst playing lip service to a new world order,
the British expected to be left to their own devices out-
side Europe. It would certainly seem that he was taken
aback by the criticism of the negotiations from the
Americans. As far as he was concerned the Americans
had been told enough about these negotiations in
order that the agreement should not have taken them
by surprise.105 This divergence in views was to become
a minor diplomatic spat. Lord Curzon was also instru-
mental in demanding that the delegation in Paris be
kept in the dark.106 This action was to further doom
the Anglo-Persian Agreement as it needlessly positioned
the British as sabotaging the delegates in Paris.

6.4. Oiling the Wheels

The most damning indictment of the triumvirate was
the agreement to “fund” them to get the agreement
over the line. In total, 400,000 tomans (£131,000) were
sent to the three ministers. Ostensibly this money had
been intended to “oil the wheels” and to be used to pro-
mote the agreement amongst recalcitrant politicians.
The actual disposal amongst the triumvirate remains
foggy but it can, and was not, considered anything
more than a bribe. It is doubtless that Lord Curzon or
Sir Percy Cox saw it anything other than a bribe. Lord
Curzon was evidently concerned about these payments
and would have not made them unless necessary, Sir
Percy Cox less so.107 The triumvirate, however, seems
to view it as danger money. They evidently assumed
that they may have had to leave the country in a hurry.

Of course, the use of money to further agreements in
Iran was not new but given the nature of this agreement
it was to be highly suggestive that Iran had been “sold”
to the British. Despite Sir Percy Cox’s assertion that
Vosuq al-Dowleh had not been the prime motivator

103Bast, “Putting the Record Straight”.
104Foroughi, “Yaddashtha-ye montasher nashodeh,” 303.
105DBFP, Curzon to Lindsay, 18 August 1919, no.727, 1135.
106Katouzian, State and Society in Iran, 127.
107FO371/3860, Cox to Curzon, 13 May 1919, 378.
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but “was doubtless not in strong enough position to risk
a split with them [Nosrat al-Dowleh and Sarem al-Dow-
leh] over it”,108 he was implicated. Though rumours
existed at the time, the issue of bribery only became
public in November 1920, months after the fall of
Vosuq al-Dowleh’s government and the agreements
ratification and implementation grinding to a
halt. This element to the agreement, therefore, had not
led to its demise but did enhance its dubious
recollection.

Some of these accusations were quite intractable and
would sink the agreement. Opposition to the agreement
in Iran and outside Iran, the sudden invasion of the Rus-
sians and opposition of the British politicians to the
agreement rendered it moribund.109 However, there is
one point which has been hitherto not emphasised.
Both the Anglo-Persian Agreement and the proposals
which the Iranian delegation took to Paris included
similar desiderata which Lord Curzon and to a lesser
extent Sir Percy Cox had seen as an irrelevancy. These
concerned the issue of sovereignty and independence.
Had Lord Curzon been more open to fight for Iran’s ter-
ritorial designs either in Paris or under the agreement,
the agreement might have been easier to swallow. The
necessity to show the Iranian public that some move-
ment in that direction was to be vital. Instead, the issues
which the Iranians had realised were important, repara-
tions, and changes to Iran’s borders were demoted to a
secret and non-binding letter.

7. Conclusion

This article has sought to reassess the origins and
intentions behind the Anglo-Persian Agreement. It
has done so by re-interpreting existing research and
in some cases evaluating new research. The Anglo-
Persian Agreement suffered from several related issues
which rendered the agreement moribund. Neverthe-
less, as this article has argued, the much-maligned
agreement may have been substantially misjudged. It
is hoped that this article will render a more rounded
view of the agreement, which may have eventually
seen the light of day in some form if Reza Khan had
not entered Iranian politics in such a forceful manner.
It was Reza Khan who in the final analysis proved that
Iran could reform herself.

The Anglo-Persian Agreement was part of the narra-
tive of Iranian reform reaching back into the nineteenth
century and did not appear suddenly. It was a discourse
of reform which can be traced back to Malkom Khan.

Indeed, this article has shown that there is a case to be
made that the Anglo-Persian Agreement was rooted in
approaches between the two governments going back
some 40 years. Moreover, closer association with Britain
was an obvious solution given the realpolitik of British
influence and power in post-war Iran.

There is much evidence to show that the negotiators
of the agreement may have been misjudged. Lord Cur-
zon intended to help Iran more than hinder her and this
support went far beyond what was necessary to render
Iran safe from intrigue detrimental to Britain’s mandate
in Iraq or the security interests of British India. Once
this is understood, it is easier to see why Lord Curzon
moulded the agreement as he did. Criticisms of the
agreement misunderstood that regeneration formed a
significant part of it.

There can be no doubt that the agreement in the form
reached would not have been possible without Lord
Curzon to push it through. Certainly, no one else in
the British government had the desire to do so. How-
ever, he is not the only architect of the agreement.
The first ideas leading to the completed agreement
had come from Sir Percy Cox and the agreement is
very closely related to his idea of a mandate for Iran
and his work in Iraq. If Lord Curzon and Sir Percy
Cox’s relationship had been more candid and Lord Cur-
zon not so obstinate then the agreement might have had
a better chance of success.

Vosuq al-Dowleh was the prime motivator of the
agreement from the Iranian side. Bribery accusations
against him and the rest of the triumvirate are certainly
substantiated, and it is true that Vosuq al-Dowleh did
what he could to retard the work of the Iranian del-
egation in Paris. To what extent the delegation at the
Peace of Paris would have been more successful without
Vosuq al-Dowleh hindering it is hard to judge. How-
ever, evidence does show that Vosuq al-Dowleh partial-
ity to the British was the result of pragmatism rather
than loyalty. Vosuq al-Dowleh was simply convinced
that Britain was the more obvious and logical solution
to Iran’s post-war needs and indeed its modernisation.
Logic demanded that greater British intervention in
Iran was the sound continuation of ideas and policies.
Again, it is hoped that this research will allow a more
rounded opinion of a disliked, fallible, but ultimately a
nationalist politician.
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