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Extended abstract

The main reason for the expansion of British influence in the Persian Gulf in the 13th
century AH / 19th century was the weakness of an effective Iranian naval presence. Despite
continuous efforts to establish a navy, Naser al-Din Shah managed to purchase two ships
named Shoosh and Persepolis from Germany in 1304 AH / 1887. Britain consistently
opposed Iran’s requests to buy ships and was unwilling to cooperate with Iran in creating an
effective navy in the Persian Gulf. Britain’s extensive economic activities had begun in the
late 18th century and had increasingly expanded from economic and commercial spheres
towards political and strategic interests and goals. From that time, the Royal Navy’s sustained
surveying activities began, including strategic objectives such as establishing naval bases and
facilities, setting up telegraph offices, shipping lines, and determining locations for political,
commercial and military representations. This information, which was formed based on the
experiences and knowledge of local surveyors, was collected under the title of a sailing guide.
These findings were used by researchers for years after their release without verification and
critical comparison with local sources and information, and implicitly bolstered the claim that
the Iranian government had neglected its southern maritime borders.

In this study, the information collected by officers of the British Royal Navy from the
second half of the nineteenth century to the first half of the twentieth century corresponding
to the fourth decade of Naser al-Din Shah’s reign until the end of the first decade of Reza
Shah Pahlavi’s rule—regarding Bandar Abbas, was compared and examined against internal
sources and information. To date, no independent study has been conducted specifically on
the subject of this research, and most studies have addressed the generalities of British
colonial policies in relation to the Persian Gulf region, especially its southern littoral. The
primary aim of the research is to assess the accuracy and reliability of British information
concerning Bandar Abbas and the necessity of integrating it with domestic sources to achieve

. PhD Candidate of post-Islamic history, Islamic Azad University Faculty of Humanities, Science and Research Unit, Tehran, Iran.
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a comprehensive and meaningful understanding of its social, political and commercial
conditions.

The main question is on what basis the necessity of re-reading and analyzing the reports
of British officers and comparing them with domestic information is justified? The research
method is based on a comparative study of the reports of British Royal Navy officers with
domestic sources in five key areas: population; routes and political position; exports and
imports; politico-commercial conditions; and ship movements to Bandar Abbas.

Discussion and analysis: The principal objective of the British Navy’s surveys in the
Persian Gulf was to establish telegraph stations to oversee regional affairs and secure control
over the area. Accordingly, to dominate the Iranian ports and coasts of the Persian Gulf
during the Qajar period, it acted in two ways: First: supporting the native inhabitants of the
eastern coasts through agreements with local rulers, recognising them as independent
authorities; Second: supporting the Sultan of Muscat and his claims over Iranian ports,
notably Bandar Abbas and the islands of Qeshm and Hengam.

The basis for both approaches was Britain’s claim that Iran neglected its ports and
islands, thereby endangering British state interests. Lord Curzon writes: “When the telegraph
office was established at Jask in 1286 AH / 1869 AD, that headland was a dry, sandy, empty
area and no one paid heed to ownership of it; the presence of Britain brought prosperity to the
region and subsequently attracted Iranian attention.” He regarded this claim as a justification
for pursuing his government’s objectives. Wilson, on the same subject, writes: surveying of
the Iranian coasts was conducted for the purpose of establishing telegraph lines and, as a
result, the charts were more accurate than those of the southern coasts. Central and southern
regions of Iran were surveyed and locations for the telegraph were determined using
longitude, being marked and covered by precise and definite signals. Maps and information
recorded by Britain were for years treated as confidential within the remit of British officers
and, after being used and rendered insignificant and with the passage of time, were made
available to the public. Contrary to British propaganda, the process of establishing
governance over the islands and ports of the Persian Gulf in the late Naseri period indicates a
systematic and calculated plan by Iranian authorities. Because this issue did not align with
British objectives, it obstructed and made excuses to prevent its implementation as much as
possible; and on the assumption that the central government had no role in controlling its
coasts, ports and islands, the weakness or efforts of the central government were not taken
into account in these records and data.

As a result, domestic findings compared with the information presented in this study in
tabular form show that British officers’ reports on Bandar Abbas were one-sided, purposeful
and reflective of Britain’s expansionist aims in the Persian Gulf, asserting Iran’s inability to
govern its Persian Gulf ports and islands; exploiting these reports without investigating
domestic sources and reports confirms that hypothesis and its side effects.

It is recommended that, to prevent the production of selective narratives, alongside
enhancing software capabilities, the scholarly foundations of indigenous sources be
strengthened so as to avoid the temptation of evasive challenge. Otherwise, the strategic
interests of great powers will control the historical-political developments of the Persian Gulf
region, leading the researcher towards repeating grand narratives and selective accounts and,
in the long term, cementing the position of a distorted reality.
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