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Iran-United States Relations during World War I:
A ‘Transitional’ Moment Shaped by Missionary Diplomacy

Amirhesam Dashti' | Jafar Aghazadeh’

Abstract

Purpose: The First World War and its consequences—including famine and the presence of Rus-
sian, Ottoman, and British forces—created a context in which the United States could emerge as a
new actor in Iran. Having declared its neutrality, the U.S. sought, through religious missions and
consular staff, to assist the Christian population of Iran. These humanitarian efforts, alongside
their charitable aspects, simultaneously paved the way for America’s political and economic influ-
ence in Iran.

Objective: The aim of this study is to examine the economic and social dimensions of United
States aid to Iran during World War I and to analyze the role of American humanitarian actions
in shaping the evolution of the U.S. political approach toward Iran.

Method and Approach: This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and, based on
available historical sources, investigates the methods of relief and their consequences for Iranian
society.

Findings: The findings reveal that American missionaries and diplomats, in cooperation with cer-
tain Iranians, distributed daily meals such as rice stew; soup, and rationed bread in Tehran, while
their missionary houses in Azerbaijan became shelters for Christian refugees of war. After the war,
the “Persian Relief Commission” was established at the initiative of the U.S. Embassy to organize
aid more systematically. Furthermore, the “food-for-work” program not only alleviated the suf-
fering of famine-stricken people but also facilitated the implementation of development projects
favored by the Americans. This study demonstrates that these measures, within the framework
of “Missionary diplomacy;” marked a turning point in the transformation of America’s strategy in
Iran—shifting from passive cultural and religious activities to an active political role.

Keywords: Famine, American Missionaries, Missionary Diplomacy, Iran-United States Relations,
World War I, Relief Commission, Armenians and Assyrians.
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Introduction

The famine that afflicted Iran during World War I represents one of the most significant
socio-economic crises in modern Iranian history. The convergence of military conflict,
foreign occupation, economic disruption, and environmental factors created conditions
that severely undermined agricultural productivity and food distribution systems. These
developments resulted in widespread hunger, displacement, and mortality, leaving pro-
found social and political consequences across Iranian society.

Within this turbulent environment, foreign humanitarian actors played a notable role in
alleviating suffering among famine-stricken populations. Among these actors, Ameri-
can missionary institutions and diplomatic representatives emerged as prominent par-
ticipants in relief initiatives. Prior to the outbreak of World War I, American involve-
ment in Iran had largely been limited to cultural, educational, and religious activities
carried out through missionary institutions. However, the extraordinary humanitarian
demands of the famine period expanded the scope of these activities and introduced
new dimensions to American engagement in Iranian society.

This study aims to investigate the extent and nature of American humanitarian assis-
tance during the famine years and to analyze its broader implications within the frame-
work of diplomatic transformation. The central research question addresses whether
American relief activities constituted a purely humanitarian response or whether they
also contributed to the emergence of new patterns of political interaction. By examin-
ing the mechanisms through which humanitarian assistance was delivered, the research
seeks to identify the processes that facilitated the transition from cultural-religious en-
gagement to charity-oriented diplomacy.

The significance of this study lies in its attempt to reinterpret humanitarian activities as
part of a broader diplomatic strategy rather than isolated philanthropic acts. Through a
systematic analysis of historical evidence, the research highlights the interconnected re-
lationship between humanitarian action and political transformation in early twentieth-

century Iran.

Materials & Methods

secondary sources related to the famine during World War I in Iran. Primary materi-

Ganyjineh-Ye Asnad, Vol.35, No.4, (Winter 2026), Ser. No: 140



als include archival documents, missionary correspondence, diplomatic reports, and
contemporary narratives, which provide insight into the organization and implementa-
tion of relief efforts, while published missionary records and modern historical studies
complement the analysis.

The research is guided by the framework of charity-oriented diplomacy, which inter-
prets humanitarian activities not only as relief measures but also as instruments for
expanding political influence and diplomatic networks. Qualitative thematic analysis is
applied to examine organizational structures, patterns of aid distribution, cooperation
with local authorities, and societal responses, enabling historically grounded conclu-

sions within the broader context of political and diplomatic transformation.

Discussion & Result

During World War I, the collapse of central authority in Iran, combined with the mil-
itary presence of Ottoman and Russian forces, transformed regions such as Urmia,
Tabriz, and surrounding areas into zones of intense ethnic violence, mass displace-
ment, and food insecurity. In this context, American Presbyterian missionaries—ac-
tive in Iran since the nineteenth century—expanded their traditional educational and
medical activities into large-scale relief operations. Missionary figures such as William
Shedd, Harry Paddock, and Gordon Paddock, supported by American financial net-
works, played a central role in organizing shelters, distributing food, and providing
medical care to thousands of Armenian and Assyrian refugees. Relief institutions in
Urmia alone reportedly supported nearly 15,000 displaced Christians at various stages
of the conflict.

Humanitarjan assistance was institutionalized through transnational networks, most
notably the American Commission for Armenian and Assyrian Relief (ACASR), which
coordinated fundraising across the United States and Europe. Between 1915 and 1916,
significant financial resources were transferred to Iran, enabling large-scale food dis-
tribution programs, including bread coupon systems that reportedly saved more than
10,000 individuals from starvation. Relief activities were not limited to food provision;
they also included the establishment of orphanages, medical treatment centers, and

later agricultural and infrastructural projects based on a “food-for-work” model.
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However, the role of American missionaries was not confined to humanitarian relief.
The study demonstrates that relief operations increasingly overlapped with diplomatic
and strategic considerations. In several cases, missionary institutions cooperated with
American diplomatic representatives and even engaged indirectly in political and mili-
tary dynamics of the region. Following the Russian withdrawal in 1917, some mis-
sionary actors contributed to the organization and, controversially, the arming of local
Christian groups for self-defense, which led to intensified ethnic conflict and long-term
tensions in the region. These developments led to accusations of partiality and raised
questions about the neutrality of American humanitarian actors.

Simultaneously, American relief efforts expanded into other Iranian cities, including
Tabriz, Hamadan, Mashhad, and Tehran, where structured relief committees distrib-
uted food, established public kitchens, and implemented ration coupon systems. These
programs were often coordinated with local elites, Iranian officials, and other foreign
actors. In some cases, however, they also reflected inefficiencies, social inequalities, and
unintended consequences such as inflation and health problems caused by poor food
quality.

A major development during this period was the establishment of the American-Ira-
nian Relief Commission and related transnational organizations in New York, led by
figures such as Harry Pratt Judson. These institutions coordinated large-scale fundrais-
ing campaigns, reportedly mobilizing over two million dollars and substantial food
supplies. Although officially framed as humanitarian initiatives, some contemporary
sources and later historiography suggest that these missions also served intelligence-
gathering and political purposes, particularly in relation to economic interests such as
oil concessions in northern Iran.

The findings of this study indicate that American humanitarian activity during World
War I in Iran functioned as a dual mechanism: on the one hand, it provided essential
relief to famine-stricken populations, particularly Armenian and Assyrian communi-
ties; on the other hand, it contributed to the expansion of American institutional pres-
ence and influence in Iran. Over time, these activities marked a transition from purely

missionary and educational engagement toward a form of “missionary diplomacy” or
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charity-oriented diplomacy, in which humanitarian assistance became intertwined with

political and strategic objectives.

Conclusion

The famine of World War I marked a critical turning point in Iran’s socio-political his-
tory, causing widespread human suffering and institutional disruption. In this context,
American missionary and diplomatic institutions played a significant role in relief ef-
forts that extended beyond short-term aid and represented a transformative phase in
American engagement with Iran. The shift from primarily cultural and religious activi-
ties to organized humanitarian programs led to the creation of networks through relief
commiittees, educational institutions, and medical services, which strengthened both
humanitarian support and diplomatic communication. The study demonstrates that
charity-oriented diplomacy functioned as an effective framework integrating humani-
tarian goals with political strategies and highlights the importance of examining such
interventions within their broader historical and political contexts to better understand

the evolving dynamics of Iran-United States relations in the early twentieth century.
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