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Abstract 

In the oil industry cycle, investment in human resources and the recruitment of personnel 

has been strategically targeted and has always inseparably influenced this sector. 

With the discovery of oil in Masjed-e-Soleiman (1287 SH/1908 CE) and the 

construction of the refinery in Abadan, the widespread employment of labor became 

one of the most serious challenges facing the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, leading 

to the formation of a workforce composed of various ethnicities and nationalities 

with different social and occupational statuses in southern Iran. 

Iranian workers, who were unfamiliar with the oil industry, were primarily 

employed in non-technical positions, whereas foreign workers occupied technical 

and semi-technical roles under better conditions. With the increasing employment of 

non-Iranian personnel, the issue of Iranianizing the workforce emerged and was 

pursued more seriously following the contract extension in 1312 SH/1933 CE. 

This article employs a descriptive-analytical approach, drawing on library 

resources and reliable archival documents, to examine the social origins and national 

identity of the employees of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company between 1287–1332 
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SH/1908–1953 CE. The findings indicate that the national identity of the employees 

conflicted with the provisions of the Darcy Agreement, and that internal protests and 

training initiatives led to the gradual Iranianization of the workforce. 

Keywords: Iran, England, Pahlavi Era, Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, labor force, 

nationality. 
 

Introduction 

The oil industry, as the world's major source of energy, has always played an 

important role in Iran's economy and has provided the country's national income. 

This industry, which is the main key to the economic and social development of oil-

rich countries, has played a major role in creating employment in Iran and the world 

since its discovery in Masjed Soleyman. 

Emigration was a phenomenon that expanded from all corners of Iran and the 

world to the oil-rich southern region with the development of this industry. The 

expansion of the activities of the Iranian-British Oil Company, the establishment of 

refineries, the creation of oil, gas, water and electricity pipeline networks, etc., and 

the need for non-technical, technical and administrative staff caused people from all 

corners of Iran to work in this company. With the start of the operation expansion 

program for war purposes, the number of employees in this company increased due 

to various reasons such as unemployment and poverty. These immigrants, who were 

not familiar with the oil industry, often worked in non-technical jobs in the oil 

company after being hired. 
The economic disruption at the beginning of the new century and the need to 

employ local unskilled workers alongside non-local specialists, as well as the 

company's good reputation among the people, attracted many immigrants to the 

South Iranian Oil Company. Over time, technical and non-technical workers, as well 

as Indian, Pakistani, English, etc. employees and specialists from all over the world, 

began to work in the company. The company acted in practice as the first and largest 

recruiter of job seekers. 
 

Materials & Methods 

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology, relying on a 

combination of library resources, archival documents, personnel files, statistical 

reports, newspapers, and Persian and Latin written sources. Newly discovered 

documents from the Abadan refinery archive, recently transferred to the Ray Oil 



287  Abstract 

 

Research Institute, have been systematically scanned and catalogued to provide 

fresh evidence regarding the demographic composition, nationalities, and social 

origins of oil workers. By focusing geographically on the oilfields of southern Iran 

and chronologically on the period from 1908 to 1953, this study investigates 

employment patterns, migration flows, and the balance between local and foreign 

labor. Comparative data from previous official reports, internal company statistics, 

and published historical works were analyzed to assess changes in workforce 

composition and state-company relations. 
 

Discussion and Results 

The workforce structure of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company reveals a clear division 

between Iranian non-technical laborers and foreign technical specialists, reflecting 

broader patterns of labor hierarchy and social stratification. Contrary to Article 12 of 

the Darcy Agreement—which mandated the recruitment of non-technical Iranian 

workers—the company consistently favored foreign labor, particularly Indian 

workers with prior experience in the Burmese oil industry. This preference for non-

Iranian technical staff resulted in a concentration of skilled roles among foreigners, 

while Iranian workers were largely confined to low-ranking, temporary, or manual 

positions. They lacked access to vocational training, advanced technical knowledge, 

and equitable benefits, which contributed to a systemic inequality within the 

oil workforce. 

The rapid expansion of the oil industry during World Wars I and II intensified 

the reliance on foreign expertise, further marginalizing local Iranian workers. At the 

same time, widespread economic depression across Iran drove the migration of 

impoverished Iranian laborers from various regions to the oil-rich south. These 

laborers, often unskilled, accepted low wages and harsh working conditions, 

creating a cheap and compliant labor force. The company’s employment policies 

thus systematically exploited both the economic vulnerability of Iranian workers and 

the strategic expertise of foreign specialists, reflecting a calculated balance between 

cost-efficiency and operational control. 

Statistical evidence demonstrates that, despite a notable increase in Iranian 

laborers between 1932 and 1950, foreign dominance persisted in specialized 

technical roles. The growing social visibility of Iranian workers, coupled with 

persistent inequities, eventually provoked governmental intervention. In 1932–1933, 

the Iranian government lodged a formal protest with the Hague Tribunal, 
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culminating in the 1933 Agreement. This agreement marked a significant policy 

shift, requiring the gradual Iranianization of technical positions and the systematic 

training of local workers. Subsequently, the company established structured 

technical education programs, including scholarships for study abroad and the 

creation of the Abadan Technical School, laying the groundwork for the professional 

development of Iranian personnel. 

The broader social and economic implications of these policies are notable. The 

emergence of an Iranian industrial labor force not only transformed unskilled 

laborers into a developing industrial class but also highlighted the interplay between 

labor, national identity, and political sovereignty. By examining migration patterns, 

workforce composition, and the strategic deployment of foreign and local labor, it 

becomes evident that the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company functioned as both a catalyst 

for economic growth and a site of social tension. The evolving labor structure 

demonstrates the complex interrelation between state policy, corporate interests, and 

the socioeconomic aspirations of Iranian workers. 

Overall, the historical dynamics of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company underscore 

the dual role of the oil industry: as a driver of economic development and 

industrialization in southern Iran, and as a site where issues of national identity, 

social inequality, and labor rights were contested. The 1933 Agreement and 

subsequent training programs mark the beginning of a transition, as Iranian workers 

gradually assumed more skilled roles, paving the way for a more self-sufficient and 

professional workforce by the mid-20th century. 

 

Conclusion 

During the early 20th century, the discovery of oil in Masjed-e-Suleiman and the 

rapid development of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company profoundly transformed 

southern Iran. Due to the strategic and economic importance of the oilfields, the 

region attracted large waves of Iranian workers from across the country, as well as 

foreign technical specialists from India, Pakistan, and England. Urban centers such 

as Abadan and Masjed-e-Suleiman expanded rapidly, becoming industrial and social 

hubs. The workforce was divided into two main groups: Iranian non-technical 

laborers, who were employed mostly in low-ranking and temporary positions, and 

foreign technical specialists, who dominated skilled roles. Company policies 

systematically favored foreign workers for technical and sensitive tasks, while 

Iranian laborers had limited access to vocational training and social benefits. 
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Economic hardship and widespread unemployment across Iran contributed to the 

migration of local workers, creating a compliant and inexpensive labor pool. The 

company’s preference for low-wage Iranian labor, combined with reliance on 

foreign expertise for advanced operations, generated social inequality and friction 

with the Iranian government. These tensions ultimately led to the 1933 Agreement, 

which required the gradual Iranianization of technical positions and the 

establishment of structured training programs, including scholarships abroad and the 

Abadan Technical School. 

The development of the oil industry not only shaped the economic landscape but 

also contributed to the emergence of a new industrial workforce and social class in 

Iran. Iranian laborers gradually acquired skills and experience, allowing them to 

participate more actively in the technical and managerial aspects of oil production. 

At the same time, the presence of foreign specialists facilitated knowledge transfer, 

technological advancement, and the integration of global industrial practices. 

Overall, the operations of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company illustrate the complex 

interaction of economic strategy, labor migration, and social hierarchy. The oilfields 

of southern Iran became a center of demographic, cultural, and economic activity, 

linking local populations with international networks of capital, labor, and expertise. 

Through these processes, the oil industry played a key role in shaping the political, 

economic, and social structures of modern Iran, laying the foundation for an 

emerging industrial society and demonstrating how strategic natural resources can 

influence both local and national development. 
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H�R T���( ��?S" 	(�� � �
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� �" o4� �� ��%��j?��) .�� 1398:  59(  
 "���! � 	��( �� JO�( ��L ������� D�V! " ����j�� D�� �
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��? 1>� ��� ([! JLV�  ����� �����) .249 :1905 Ansari(  
� bQ
��A� �4L �	
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M� O ���
M�! � �#����  �
1A�� ��NN>?�� ! ) .�%"(Crinson, 1997:346  

 � ��.� �?�� ��
" �  #� H�� �?���%!
!  ) �SM�?#��Senior Staff   �#/��� ��#
���� J��#( �(��� 
�%� =�� �?�� �%#!  ) �SM�?#��Junior Staff ( �#�  ���#
����   �#/ �#���.!�     ���#
���� J��#( �#�

N-,J! &��� 
M ������� ��  �=%� �?�� � ���%"����   e��#� �� ���%" 	
� 	��( ��
����
���� D� �
"� � ��%
L ��� ��) .�
?(�� ���) ����#
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1?>� ����� &�( 	�� ��%� .�� �?E� �
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������ � ����� �� D� �p� �Q,� ��� �1K( � �� D� �p� �$���� �$�!��M� $��
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