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PROLOGUE: THE PARIS PEACE CONFERENCE

Within days of the hostilities beginning on the Western Front, Iran was drawn unwillingly into the First World War. One of the first duties of the young Ahmad Shah, fresh from his coronation, was to announce Iran’s neutrality.1 This hopeful, but not confident, announcement was ignored and Iran was invaded by the Ottomans in late 1914 which prompted a Russian and subsequent British military reaction. Consequently, northern Iran was to become the backdrop to numerous military engagements between Ottoman and Russian forces, which was to result in frequent exchanges of Iranian territory. Iran’s territory had become a battleground for British, Russian and Ottoman forces as well as German intrigue.

Iran’s ability to protect its borders and provide a functioning government, never a source of optimism, had crumbled further during the war years. Civilian populations had been displaced and Iran had suffered periodic famines and epidemics. Despite convening Iran’s parliament, the Majles, parliamentarians were, much like the government, overwhelmed by the huge difficulties that Iran faced. Many parliamentarians, in a further reminder that Iran’s neutrality meant little, disregarded the proclamation of neutrality which had warned ‘let none of our officials, whether on sea or on land, take any action either for or against any of the belligerent States’.2 Apathy and desperation had turned many nationalists towards Germany as a counterpoint to past Russian and British hegemony.

Yet despite Iran’s deprivations, Iran had worked towards sending a delegation to the Paris Peace Conference. In fact, Iran had decided to do so months before the guns fell silent on 11 November 1918. The delegation arrived in Paris on 23 January 1919 and immediately set to work. In the next months, Iran went to meetings and sponsored events, discussing and negotiating with other nations and would-be nations, both big and small. The strategy was to give vent to Iran’s suffering during the war and to give voice to its aspirations for the future. They were not to be alone in this endeavour. Many nations, some of them largely unaffected by the First World War, went to Paris and for nearly two years Paris evolved into the ‘capital of the world’.3 This fascinating, yet largely overlooked period in Iranian history will be examined in this book.

My account of Iranian foreign policy forms part of the wider story and consequences of the Peace Conference. Originally seen as ‘a great constructive experiment’,4 the Peace Conference was soon regarded as a failure. Noble ideas and new global institutions had failed to bring about satisfaction and peace. However, narratives of the Peace Conference and its outcomes have changed since 1920. More recently, there has been a more balanced understanding of the momentous and ultimately overwhelming task of re-ordering the world.5 The prevailing analysis of failure, which had helped to obscure the hopes and experiences of the people and politicians of the period, has been re-assessed. In fact, there is now a perception that the various treaties and decisions, whatever their faults, did not make the Second World War inevitable.6

The Peace Conference gave breath to many political ideologies which had been bubbling up in the previous century. Questions of sovereignty, independence, nationalism and international law were given greater impetus by the calamity of the First World War, and thereafter, the desire for change. While these questions remain an area for continued examination for European scholars, they have been seldom addressed to the lesser nations, particularly in the colonial and imperial setting of the Middle East. Despite developing a better understanding that some of these ideas have provided beacons for the smaller nations, determined to free themselves from colonial or imperial rule,7 Iran, long buffeted by imperial pressure from Britain and Russia, has largely been ignored.

Nevertheless, both the war itself and the preparations for peace were to be defining moments in Iran’s long history. Much like Belgium, Iran had not fought in the First World War but had provided a battlefield for the Allied and Central powers. Now, in 1919, Iran saw the possibilities of a more positive resurrection through the new world order which the peace talks in Paris appeared to provide. The pronouncements of President Woodrow Wilson were to be particularly enticing. In 1916, in President Wilson’s Peace Note, two important points were made. He advocated to protect ‘the rights and privileges of weak peoples and small states’ from aggression and proposed to ‘consider the formation of a league of nations to insure [sic] peace and justice throughout the world’.8 By 1918 these thoughts and desires were to be consolidated in President Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points,9 that posed ideas which were to become labelled as self-determination such as ‘political and economic independence’, and ‘autonomous development’ within Europe. The Iranians were to take heart from these pronouncements as well as his more specific intentions towards the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottomans had fought as a Central power, and its dissolution as an empire was now one of the primary concerns of the Allied powers in Paris when it came to decisions outside the European sphere. President Wilson had suggested the separation of the Turkish portions from other ethnicities, which had been part of the Ottoman Empire. He also proposed ‘a free, open-minded, and absolutely impartial adjustment of all colonial claims’, taking into account the ‘sovereignty the interests of the populations concerned’ and the controlling power. Iran, like many other nations, and would-be nations in the Middle East, saw in these pronouncements an opportunity to unshackle themselves from a semi-colonial existence.

In fact, the First World War had had a transformative effect throughout the Middle East. The war had helped to develop and hasten inchoate ideas of ethnic independence and nationalism. In Arab lands, Britain had stoked nationalist ideas among the tribes to ensure military success against the Ottomans. Further east, dormant ethnic nationalisms in the region of Transcaucasia were also invigorated. Previously part of Iran’s Empire and more recently part of Russia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia had provided the territories over which the Ottomans and Russians had fought during the First World War. Now, since the end of the war, Russian forces had disintegrated and the defeated Ottomans had been repatriated. The end of the war had resulted in an administrative and political vacuum – a geographical and political space – which had allowed the Armenians, Azeris and Georgians to believe in the possibility of independence.

In truth, while President Wilson had become the flag-bearer for ideas such as self-determination and the creation of institutions of peace, his ideas were not new. Many of the ideas and shibboleths extolled and put forward at the Paris Peace Conference had in fact been bubbling up in the previous century. Ideas of ‘self-determination’ had been espoused by those on the left of world politics. The socialist revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg expressed the rights of nations within the context of internationalizing socialism.10 Vladimir Lenin, critical of Rosa Luxemburg’s interpretation of the nation as an abstract, took a different view and defined self-determination in terms of ‘political self-determination’.

Ideas for creating world institutions were likewise not new but had previously surfaced as part of the pacifist agenda. The League to Enforce Peace (1915–23) had been formed in the United States and promoted the formation of a body to keep international peace after the war had ended. The British League of Nations Society (1915–18), pacific and anti-war, also predated President Wilson’s League of Nations. It too looked towards internationalizing relations between countries to prevent war.

Nevertheless, the ‘left’ and its proponents were very much on the fringe of world politics in 1919, and it was President Wilson who had the stature to pursue and push through change. His ideas were to be looked upon favourably, and it was he who appeared as the prime motivator of ideas such as self-determination and the League of Nations. These ideas, at least at first, appeared to promote values that could also aid those in the Middle East who had developed nationalist impulses and who pursued independence. Soon, however, it would become obvious that there existed a disconnect between ideas of self-determination, the ideals and workings of the League of Nations attributed to President Wilson, and what the ethnicities and nations in the Middle East understood from them.

The problem was that the ideas of self-determination and the development of the League of Nations on which these peoples, semi-colonies and colonies depended had been developed for and were to be used by the Anglo-Saxon world predominantly in Europe. However, even when it came to applying these notions to Europe the interpretation and scale were unforeseen. Very soon after the Fourteen Points were publicized President Wilson seemed to feel hostage to the ideas he had put in motion. He had, in fact, never uttered the word ‘self-determination’ and had originally not seemed to understand the consequences of his nascent wishes. In 1919, he told Congress, ‘When I gave utterance to those words, I said them without the knowledge that nationalities existed, which are coming to us day after day.’11 The problem was that while in theory the idea of self-determination prompted nationalist programmes for people such as the Poles, it was never clear where the dividing line would be. Do you stop at ethnicity, language or religion?12 In most cases it did not matter as those who had the ability were creating (or re-creating) their own political states. In fact, the Allied powers including President Wilson found that they were often merely rubber-stamping political unions which had already taken place.13

Whatever President Wilson may have understood about ‘self-determination’ and how it was to be applied to Europe, there is no doubt that he saw it applied to the colonial world in a more limited form.14 That was where the League of Nations came into the picture. No doubt, the League of Nations had been intended to provide a forum in which countries, both big and small, could voice and resolve their differences short of going to war. However, membership of the League of Nations was subject to certain criteria. Member states had to have ‘a stable government and settled frontiers’ and be ‘self-governing’.15 This was a very tall order for some following the war. For those states or would-be states who could not achieve such a standard, Article 22 allowed for the League of Nations to institute a mandate system to assist aspiring nations and colonies in achieving membership.

So, both the issues of self-determination and the operation of the League of Nations raised problems of application for ethnicities and nascent states. On the one hand, the definition of what self-determination meant was so vague that it allowed it to be tailored to political requirements; self-determination would mean whatever the independence-seeking state wanted it to be. On the other hand, once used, it was a definition that was unlikely to mesh with the definition used by the League of Nations. Failure to meet the definition put forward by the League would necessitate the instituting of a mandate to bring the state up to par. The reality was that Article 22 in its Covenant gave the League of Nations a role within the continuity of colonialism. Peace did not augur the diminishing of colonial and imperial practices outside Europe; rather, they were simply to morph into something slightly more intellectually and politically palatable.

Article 22 was to rely on a ‘standard of civilization’, a definition that was articulated within European terms of reference. On a practical level, this included all the elements we might expect to have in a modern nation-state: ‘(a) Basic institutions of government and public bureaucracy, (b) the organizational capacity for self-defense, (c) a published legal code and adherence to the rule of law, and (d) recognition of international law and norms, including those on the conduct of war and diplomatic exchange.’16 On another level, this might include the approval or dislike of religion, ethnicity or a myriad of ‘scientific’ theories such as Social-Darwinism and Aryanism.

Notions of what it meant to be civilized were vital in the development of international law. The nineteenth century had seen the rise of international law, its implementation beginning to provide a meaningful legal framework for states and people’s rights. Now, states and would-be states were looking for a measure of protection and equality under international law. Yet, as the nineteenth century had shown, the development of international law had been anything but fair. In fact, international law had been part of the civilizing mission of many European countries. While the rights of states and people were now embodied in the Covenant of the League of Nations Charter, this did not necessarily mean, given the definitions at hand, that much would change post-war.

There was also another hurdle. The British and French did not consider ideas of self-determination appropriate to the Middle East as it directly affected their interests. A series of formal and informal arrangements with France during the war concerning the Middle East had made it clear that Iran would come under Britain’s sphere of interest.17 The most infamous agreement, the Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916), confirmed that Britain would be free to affect its strategic interests in a wide swathe towards India which included Iran. The British had, in fact, begun planning for peace in the Middle East remarkably early during the First World War. The various recommendations of the de Bunsen committee which reported on 30 June 191518 all pointed towards extensive British influence throughout a dissolved Ottoman Empire. The four solutions that the committee arrived at included the annexation of all Ottoman territory, dividing the territories into spheres of influence, leaving the Empire in place but rendering it submissive and finally splitting the Empire into separate administrative and semi-autonomous units.

More critically when it came to the question of a post-war Iran, the de Bunsen committee clarified one important issue. Britain had agreed to give Russia the ‘possession of Constantinople, 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 1907,19 which had split Iran into zones of British and Russian political and economic influence. By 1919 arrangements with the Russians in relation to Iran had become moot as the Russians had left the Iranian sphere as the Bolsheviks were busy consolidating the Russian revolution. The British had come out of the First World War as the predominant power in and around Iran.

The question of what to do with Mesopotamia, roughly modern-day Iraq, which had been part of the Ottoman Empire and which neighboured Iran to the west, was ever present in the de Bunsen committee’s deliberations. Pledges had been made to the Sheik of Mohammerah, chieftain of the port of Mohammerah, a port in Iran on the Shatt al-Arab waterway, that Basra would never again be a commercial threat under Ottoman/Turkish authority. There were also other commercial and strategic considerations that would impact British decision-making. The facilitation of trade ensured by free river navigation, railway connections with India and not least the protection of the oil wells that dotted the Ottoman/Mesopotamia and Iranian border pointed towards a solution larger than the simple annexation of the Basra region. The protection of Basra necessitated the protection of Bagdad which meant control of Mosul. The British were already anticipating the control of what was to become Iraq as a prerequisite to prevent either France or Russia from imposing any type of control on the immediate region at any point in the future.

President Wilson’s ideas about the nature and conduct of imperialism were also not straightforward. On the one hand, President Wilson preached ideas of self-determination and autonomy; on the other hand, the United States’ own policies towards smaller states were themselves colonial and the Americans had an Empire, albeit smaller, of its own. He saw no double standard in his views. An admirer of the British Empire,20 he saw American involvement as a civilizing and educational mission – a paternalist streak that was comparable with Lord Curzon’s attitudes, someone who would go on to play a large part in Britain’s policy towards Iran.

For now, the many attendees of the Paris Peace Conference were not burdened by the political realities that were to come. Paris was the magnet that attracted a mixed bag of bigger and lesser nations who were captivated by the possibilities of a new world order and what that might mean for their peoples. Some seeking nationhood, like Greece, saw the opportunities in the break-up of the Ottoman Empire. A delegation from Egypt, then still a British protectorate, went to Paris demanding independence.21

Closer to home, the Armenians, Azeris and Georgians had all seen the opportunity to organize politically and to establish states which encompassed nationalist ideas based on territorial sovereignty. They had bought into the ideas of self-determination and all had one common goal to be admitted to the conference and to have their independence recognized and protected within a territorial context. Yet there were some nuances.

The Georgian delegation, under Nikoloz Chkheidze and Irakli Tsereteli, who were both socialists, wanted a future that guaranteed their sovereignty while at the same time needing a protector or a mandate power, despite what this might mean in the development of a socialist state. Georgian demands were small when compared to the Armenians.22

The Armenians sent two delegations, a result of the sectarian nature of the region in which a multitude of political groups had been attempting to garner control and secure a nationalistic route to power. In this case, one delegation, the Armenian National Delegation, recognized by the Allies, was led by Boghos Nubar Pasha. The other, the Armenian Republic, was led by Avetis Aharonian. Boghos Nubar Pasha represented the Turkish Armenians and the diasporic Armenians and Avetis Aharonian was a member of the Dashnak Party, a far more socialist and revolutionary political entity. Both groups eventually came together to form a joint memorandum at the Peace Conference.23 The
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