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The 1919 Iran-Britain Treaty is considered a turning point in the history of Iranian
international relations in the twentieth century. This agreement, which was drafted at the
initiative of Lord Curzon (British Foreign Secretary) and in cooperation with VVosugh-od-
Dowleh and Cox (British representative in Iran), and concluded in the context of chaos
after World War | and the severe weakness of the Iranian central government, sought to
institutionalize and formally consolidate Britain's political, economic, and military
dominance over Iran. Britain's goal with this agreement was ostensibly to provide
financial and military assistance to maintain and develop Iran, but in reality, its main
motivation was to secure colonial interests, preserve oil resources, and ensure the security
of its important colony (India) by controlling Iran as a buffer zone. However, the1919
agreement was never ratified due to widespread domestic and foreign opposition. Iranians
considered this agreement to violate the country's independence and contradict the
constitutional law. The governments of Russia, France, and the United States, driven by
their own interests, opposed it in competition with Britain. After the coup d'état of March
12, 1969, this agreement was officially canceled, and Britain's policy of greater influence
in Iran failed. Now the research question is: How did the 1919 agreement affect Iran's
domestic policy and foreign relations, and what factors led to its failure? This article, with
a descriptive-analytical approach and relying on historical documents and sources,
examines the roots and contexts of the formation of this agreement, including Britain's
goals in preserving India, the power vacuum resulting from the October 1917 Russian
Revolution, and the role of the Vosugh-od-Dowleh government. Then, it examines the
main provisions of the agreement and the reasons for the widespread domestic and
international opposition to it. Finally, this research shows how the alliance of national,
religious, and intellectual forces, along with the opposition of Britain's rival powers, led
to the final failure of this agreement and the postponement of the realization of Britain's
colonial goals, but at the same time, it paved the way for the 1299 coup and the
establishment of the centralized Pahlavi government.
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Extended Abstract

The 1919 Treaty between Iran and Britain is undoubtedly one of the most sensitive and
challenging political documents in contemporary Iranian history. This agreement, which was
concluded between the governments of Britain and Iran on August 9, 1919, was not only a
turning point in Iranian-British relations, but also had a decisive impact on the political and
social structure of Iran in the following decades. This treaty, also known as the “Vosugh-od-
Dowleh-Cox” Treaty, was the result of the synergy of the colonial intentions of Lord Curzon,
the British Foreign Secretary, and the support of the government of Vosugh-od-Dowleh, the
then Prime Minister of Iran.

The background to the formation of this agreement should be sought in the specific situation of
Iran and the world on the eve of the 1920s. World War | (1914-1918), which had turned Iran
into a field of competition between hostile powers despite its declaration of neutrality, had
severely weakened the country's political and economic structure. The post-war chaos,
widespread famine, insecurity, and the severe weakness of the central government had created
an atmosphere that facilitated the intervention of foreign powers. In the meantime, the October
Revolution of 1917 in Russia and its withdrawal from the arena of colonial competition in Iran
created a significant power vacuum, leaving Britain as the only power with influence in Iran.
This vacuum provided a unique opportunity for Lord Curzon to implement his long-standing
plan to consolidate British dominance over Iran. Curzon, who always envisioned creating a
chain of countries under British influence from the Mediterranean to the Pamirs to protect the
Indian colony, considered Iran to be the key link in this chain.

The provisions of the agreement, which were set out in six articles and a preamble, had a clear
duality between the surface and the inside. On the surface, Britain pledged to respect Iran’s
independence and territorial integrity and to help Iran’s economic and military reconstruction
by granting a loan of 2 million pounds and sending expert advisors; but on the inside, the
agreement effectively turned Iran into a British protectorate. According to the text of the
agreement, all financial, economic, and military affairs of Iran would be managed under the
supervision of British advisors; the Iranian army would be formed under the supervision of
British commanders; and the privilege of building a railway and a communication network
would be given to the British. In other words, all the pillars of national sovereignty, from
financial and economic affairs to the military and communication structure, would be placed at
the disposal of British experts, and Iran would lose its true independence.

Despite Vosugh-od-Dowleh's efforts to present a positive image of the agreement and
emphasize its role in preserving territorial integrity and preventing the autonomy of Khuzestan,
the agreement faced a wave of widespread and comprehensive opposition from the very
beginning. In the domestic arena, various political and social forces united against it under a
rare consensus. Prominent clerics such as Seyyed Hassan Modarres began to line up against it,
citing the agreement's inconsistency with constitutional law. Intellectuals and writers stirred
public opinion by publishing fiery articles and statements. Ayatollah Seyyed Mohammad Taqi
Shirazi in Irag, Sheikh Mohammad Khiabani in Tabriz, and other national and religious leaders
in various parts of the country announced their opposition to the agreement. Even Ahmad Shah,
the Qajar king, whose absence Vosugh-od-Dowleh had taken advantage of when signing the
agreement, later opposed the agreement. In addition, the financial aspects of the agreement were
also highly controversial; Reports of large bribes, including 400,000 Tomans, being paid to
Iranian agents intensified the wave of protests and tarnished the image of the government
officials responsible for the contract in public opinion.

In the international arena, this agreement, unlike most colonial agreements, also faced
opposition from other Western powers. The governments of France, the United States, and even
Soviet Russia, each for their own reasons, opposed it. France and the United States, concerned
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about losing their interests and disrupting the balance of power in the region, sent protest notes
to the British government, exposing the colonial nature of the agreement. On the other hand,
the fledgling Soviet government, as part of its strategic policy and to challenge British
influence, also announced its opposition to the agreement. This negative international
consensus placed British diplomacy in a difficult position and effectively eliminated the
possibility of implementing the agreement.

Finally, the simultaneous pressure of domestic and foreign opponents, as well as the failure to
ratify the agreement in the National Consultative Assembly, left Vosugh-od-Dowleh’s
government in a passive state. This political impasse, over time and with the covert support of
some British figures, paved the way for the coup d'état of March 1290. With the coming to
power of Reza Khan and Seyyed Zia al-Din Tabataba'i following the coup, a new approach was
adopted in dealing with the agreement. Finally, on April 23, 1911, the new Iranian government
officially announced the cancellation of the 1919 agreement by sending a letter to the British
embassy. Britain, which had inevitably realized the failure of this project, also agreed to its
cancellation, and a month after the coup, this controversial political case was closed forever.
Thus, although the 1919 agreement was not implemented in practice and did not achieve
Britain’s colonial goals, it left deep and lasting consequences. The agreement formed a united
front of national, religious, and intellectual forces against foreign colonialism and strengthened
the spirit of independence in Iran. On the other hand, the failure of the agreement paved the
way for a fundamental change in the political structure of Iran, although the coup itself was also
a product of the atmosphere of insecurity and pessimism after the agreement. The 1919
agreement showed how a diplomatic document, beyond its legal content, can become a focus
for the formation of identity and political discourses and influence the fate of a nation for
decades.
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