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Abstract

The slave trade was among the most profitable trades in the world (16th-19th centuries) and
generally relied on African slaves. In the Persian Gulf, it was also one of the most important
economic activities affecting the indigenous population during the nineteenth century. Despite
the extensive involvement of ports and southern coasts of the Persian Gulf in this trade, the
ports of Lengeh and Bushehr on the northern coast likewise played a key role in the regional
trade network. Relying primarily on British records concerning the slave trade in the Persian
Gulf, the present study examines the participation of the ports of Lengeh and Bushehr in the
slave trade, analyzes their position within the regional slave-trade network, and identifies some
of the challenges Britain faced in combating this trade. Based on more than one hundred
archival sources and employing the historical method and a descriptive-analytical approach,
this study secks to answer the following question: “How did nineteenth-century British records
reflect the position of the ports of Bushehr and Lengeh within the Persian Gulf slave-trade
network?” The findings indicate that Bushehr and Bandar Lengeh were among the most
important centers for the transfer and distribution of slaves on the northern and southern
shores of the Persian Gulf and, during the implementation of anti-slave-trade legislation,
served as links between slave-import routes from East Africa and Muscat and local markets.
One of Britain’s principal challenges was the differing legal and political status of the Iranian
coast and the southern shores, which prevented complete British supervision over the abolition
of the maritime slave trade in the Persian Gulf.
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Introduction

The slave trade constituted one of the significant social, economic, and political
dimensions of the history of the Persian Gulf during the nineteenth century.
The Gulf’s location along the maritime routes connecting the Gulf of Oman
and the Indian Ocean, and through them the Red Sea and the territories of East
Africa, transformed this maritime region into a major hub for the movement
and distribution of enslaved people. Within this network, the southern Iranian
ports, particularly Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr, occupied a distinctive position
owing to their strategic geographical location, extensive commercial connections
with the southern shores of the Persian Gulf, and intermediary role in regional
networks of exchange.

A substantial part of our knowledge of the scope and mechanisms of the slave
trade in the ports and coastal areas of the Persian Gulf during the nineteenth
century derives from reports and correspondence produced by representatives
of the East India Company and, subsequently, the British Indian Government.
The presence of Company representatives in the region, their involvement in
various forms of commercial activity across the Persian Gulf, and the growing
anti-slavery movement in Britain contributed to the production of relatively
detailed records concerning the routes through which enslaved people were
transported, the ports involved in the trade, the local actors who facilitated it,
and measures undertaken to restrict and suppress the practice.

Drawing on a historical methodology and a descriptive-analytical approach,
this study examines British documentary records relating to the slave trade
in Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr. It focuses particularly on the records of the
British East India Company and the correspondence of British governmental
representatives in the Persian Gulf. By analyzing these sources, the study seeks
to reconstruct and represent the position and functions of these two Iranian
ports within the regional slave-trading network as portrayed in British records.
In doing so, it also examines how British documentary practices recorded,
described, and represented the actors, routes, commercial mechanisms, and
efforts to regulate the slave trade in these ports during the nineteenth century.

Materials And Methods

This study is based primarily on British archival records relating to the slave
trade in the ports of Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr. The research corpus consists
of 350 files containing hundreds of documents dating from 1830 to 1860.
These records include administrative correspondence, official reports, and
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political communications produced by British representatives of the Persian
Gulf Residency. Together, they offer valuable evidence concerning the routes,
actors, mechanisms, and measures associated with the slave trade in these
two ports. At the same time, the nature of these sources requires a critical
approach. The documents were produced within the political and imperial
context of British involvement in the Persian Gulf and were therefore shaped
by the interests, priorities, and administrative concerns of British officials and
the government they represented. They should consequently not be treated
as neutral or comprehensive accounts of the slave trade. Their contents are
examined in relation to the circumstances in which they were produced, the
institutional position of their authors, and the purposes they served. This
approach makes it possible to distinguish between the information recorded in
the documents and the particular perspective through which that information
was selected and presented.

The study employs historical research method and a descriptive-analytical
approach to examine the documentary evidence and reconstruct the British
representation of the slave trade in Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr between 1830
and 1860. The analysis focuses on how British officials described the people
involved in the trade, documented its routes and mechanisms, and recorded
attempts to restrict or regulate it. Rather than taking these records at face value,
the study reads them as historically situated sources and considers both their
evidentiary value and their limitations. In this way, it seeks to identify how the
British perspective shaped the documentation and representation of the slave
trade in these two Iranian ports.

Result and Discussion

The geographical position of Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr gave both ports
particular importance within the commercial and maritime networks of the
nineteenth-century Persian Gulf. Bushehr was especially significant for the
British as a principal maritime gateway to the Iranian mainland and an important
point of access to the interior of Iran. Bandar Lengeh, meanwhile, was one
of the region’s major commercial centers, particularly because of its close
connection to the peatl trade. Persian Gulf pearls were among the most highly
valued pearls in the world during this period, and the coastal environment
around Lengeh provided favorable conditions for peatl fisheries. The port also
maintained extensive commercial connections with the southern shores of the
Persian Gulf, strengthening its position within regional maritime networks.
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The volume of British archival material concerning the two ports further
demonstrates their importance in British observation and administration
of the region. The records relating to Bandar Lengeh comprise more than
1,112 files dating from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, of which 285
belong specifically to the nineteenth century. These files cover a wide range of
subjects, including the slave trade, piracy, commercial activities, and agriculture.
The archival material relating to Bushehr is considerably larger: 10,565 files
from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including 6,388 files dating to
the nineteenth century. These records address diverse political and commercial
matters, as well as the slave trade, piracy, and maritime navigation.

The reports and correspondence of the East India Company and British
representatives indicate that both ports played an important role in the regional
movement of enslaved people, particularly during the period following
the implementation of British measures prohibiting the slave trade in the
Persian Gulf. Compared with the southern shores of the Persian Gulf, the
slave trade in these two Iranian ports—and in Iranian ports more generally—
appears to have been less extensive and less prominent. Nevertheless, British
records indicate that Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr functioned as important
points for the movement and transfer of enslaved people toward the Iranian
coast. The activities of captains and vessels operating from these ports were
particularly significant in circumventing British restrictions on the slave trade.
The relative freedom of action enjoyed by Iranian merchants and shipmasters
enabled them to exploit gaps in British enforcement and continue transporting
enslaved people through regional maritime routes. Thus, the evidence suggests
that although the Iranian ports did not constitute the principal centers of the
Persian Gulf slave trade, their connections with the southern coast of Persian
Gulf and the mobility of their vessels allowed them to remain part of the wider
regional network even after prohibitive measures were introduced.

Conclusions

The records of the East India Company in the Persian Gulf reveal the
challenges Britain faced in advancing its political and imperial objectives in the
region. In the cases of Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr, these records particularly
highlight the ways in which the two ports limited direct British intervention and
complicated the implementation of British policies of control. Their logistical
role in the movement and trade of enslaved people provided local merchants
and maritime actors with opportunities to operate beyond the effective reach
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of British restrictions and, in doing so, to resist external intervention. The
British records also contain indirect traces of forms of local resistance that
are not always explicitly articulated as such. The continued connections among
indigenous communities and maritime networks across the Persian Gulf enabled
local actors to respond collectively and adapt their activities to changing British
regulations. Thus, despite the colonial orientation of British policy and the
increasing efforts to impose control over maritime activities in the Persian Gulf,
the persistence of local networks and the agency of indigenous communities
constituted significant obstacles to British imperial objectives. Within this
broader process, Bandar Lengeh and Bushehr occupied an important position.
Their commercial and maritime connections, together with their logistical role
in the slave trade, enabled them to function not merely as sites of trade and
transit but also as important points through which local resistance to British
intervention was sustained.
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