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Persian famine of 1942–
1943

Country Iran

Period 1942–1944

Total
deaths

3-4 million (per
Mohammad Gholi Majd)

Preceded
by

1917–1919 famine

Iranian famine of 1942–1943

The Iranian famine of 1942–1943 refers to a period of major
starvation that took place in Iran, which was under the rule of the
Pahlavi dynasty. Iran at the time was occupied by the United
Kingdom and Soviet Union despite being a neutral country in the
Second World War.[1]

During the occupation, both the British and the Soviets tried to
strengthen their influence in their respective zones. The allies
took control over the Iranian rail network and contracted half of
Iran's publicly- and privately-owned trucks, thus occupying 75
percent of the country's food distribution capacity in the midst of
the 1941 harvest. The remaining transportation capacities were quickly rendered unusable because of
a restriction of the import of spare parts.[2] That disrupted internal trade and social services and
increased the cost of living by more than 700%.[3] After a bad harvest in 1942, famine struck the
British-occupied south.[4] The British administration promised to supply the needed amount of grain,
but failed to do so, and when the Iranian government turned to the United States for help, promised
aid never substantiated even after months-long negotiations.[5] The American diplomat Louis G.
Dreyfus initially reported to the US government that the food situation was serious, but he soon
uttered doubts about any wheat shortage and recommended that America should support "the British
stand and insist on Iran helping itself before relying on Allied imports".

The British government blamed the situation on hoarding, inefficient distribution and an inadequate
transport system, but Washington suspected that the British had deliberately manipulated the food
supply to further their own political objectives.[6] Meanwhile, the Soviets banned food shipments
from the north, claimed that they needed the resources for the people and soldiers fighting the
Germans and blamed British mismanagement for the famine since no similar conditions existed in
the Soviet-held areas. The Iranian public accused the Allies of looting the country and pushing Iran
into inflation and starvation.[7] In December 1942, demonstrations against the scarcity of food
became a daily occurrence in Tehran and eventually led to riots.[8]

After nearly two weeks, Prime Minister Ahmad Qavam ordered the police to quell the protests with
deadly force, resulting in a number of deaths and injuries on both sides.[9] During the final months of
1942 and in 1943, the streets of Kermanshah were full of semi-naked and hungry people with fifteen
deaths attributed to hunger and poverty occurring every day. In February 1943, typhus broke out in
the city and the hospital was closed down because of widespread infection among doctors and
staff.[10] A British intelligence report on conditions in Kermanshah for the week of March 13-20, 1943,
contains the following: "The streets of the town have been full of hungry and half-naked beggars of
whom about 15 die each day of starvation and typhus cases among the people have been
numerous."[11] Only in 1943, the Soviets released 25,000 tons of grain to ameliorate the situation.[12]

The Russian gesture was too little and too late. Alarmed at the reports of famine in Iran, Lieutenant-
General Patrick J. Hurley, a friend and advisor to President Franklin Roosevelt, was sent to Iran in
the fall of 1943. Upon his return, he had called on Assistant Secretary of State, Adolph A. Berle on
October 5, 1943, for the purpose of informing him of the substance of his report to the President.
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Their conversation is recorded in a memorandum by Berle. General Hurley had observed widespread
starvation in Iran: "This was not, General Hurley said, hyperbole. He had seen the corpses in the
streets and had heard the women and children crying over their dead." Commenting on his
conversation with General Patrick Hurley, Berle wrote: "Unfortunately our own reports bear out Pat's
statement as to the results of the British-Russian policy in Iran. In the last war, 25 percent of the
entire population of that unhappy country starved to death as the result of the German activity there.
This time, it looks as though the Allied occupation might produce about the same results."[13]

The devastating impact of World War II on Iran is acknowledged by the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum. In the entry in the Holocaust Encyclopedia on "Iran During World War II," the
following is stated:[14]

The impact of World War II on Iran was devastating. Iranian neutrality was ignored and
the country lost its de facto independence to occupying forces. The British and Soviet
authorities dominated the use of major roadways and the Trans-Iranian Railroad for their
own purposes, and sequestered and deployed Iranian manpower and equipment for the
war effort. With few resources left for farming, combined with a bad harvest in 1942 and
an enormous influx of European refugees, famine spread and many people died.

Very few academic sources discuss famine in Iran during World War II. For example, a 1968
demographic study by Julian Bharier in the journal Population Studies alludes to the war imposing
additional hardships on Iranians, observing that "1946 is the first year after World War II when Iran
began to find its feet again after the Allied occupation," but does not mention a famine or a large
number of deaths. To the contrary, Bharier cites figures from Iran's Civil Registration Office (C.R.O.)
postulating a 2% annual population growth rate during the years 1942-1945, which is higher than the
average 1.5% growth rate estimated by demographer Mehdi Amani for the entire period 1926-1945.[15]

Cormac Ó Gráda included Iran in a 2019 analysis of World War II-era famines, briefly commenting
that "the death toll, though unknown, was probably modest" and citing Bharier as a reference.[16]

Mohammad Gholi Majd is the only author to have written a book about the famine. In the Journal of
Iranian Islamic Period History, Majd concluded that three to four million Iranians—a quarter of the
population—died of starvation and disease during the Allied occupation in World War II, citing U.S.
State Department population figures for 1941 (15 million) and 1944 (10-12 million).[17]

Majd, Mohammad Gholi (2016). Iran Under Allied Occupation In World War II: The Bridge to
Victory & A Land of Famine. University Press of America. ISBN 978-0-7618-6738-8.
Majd, Mohammad Gholi (2021). "The Three Famines and the Makings of a Malthusian
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