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the summer of 1919/ Rabi al-Thani 1336 to Rajab 1337 AH hit Iran and most countries in
the world. The disease came from outside Iran's borders, and foreign factors such as the
presence of British, Russian, and Ottoman forces played an important role in accelerating its
spread. Domestically, political and economic disintegration and worn and inefficient health
infrastructure contributed to the disaster. As a result of this disease, between 10 and 20
percent of Iran's population lost their lives, and its psychological and social effects will cast
a shadow over Iranian society for years to come. The question of the article is: How did the
Spanish flu spread in Iran and what impact did it have on Iranian society during the Qajar
period?

The present research was conducted using a library method. Historical sources, memoirs,
travelogues of Europeans and archival documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were
used in the research. The results of this research show that the deplorable conditions in Iran
during World War | and the high mortality rate were not only due to famine, drought, and
the occurrence of historical diseases, but that the three deadly waves of the Spanish flu
brought the living conditions of Iranians to a very acute stage.
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1. Introduction

There have been many epidemics in the history of Iran and the world, the most recent of which was
the coronavirus. Observing the impact of Corona on human life doubled the importance of human
experience in dealing with ubiquitous diseases.

In the 20th century and in the midst of World War |, three to four waves of Spanish flu spread
rapidly throughout the world from the spring of 1918 to the summer of 1919/1336 to 1337 AH,
and researchers estimate that it killed a quarter of the world's population in just 18 months. It had
about 50 to 100 million human casualties. This number was far greater than the number of people
killed in the Great War. For this reason, the Spanish flu of 1918 has been called the deadliest
epidemic in the history of the 20th century and the mother of all diseases.

Statistics on this epidemic vary and are contradictory due to wartime conditions and the weak
structure of statistical centers in different countries. A contemporary estimate puts the number of
victims at 21 million. Epidemiologists and scientists have since revised this figure several times,
and each revision shows that the number of victims is higher and higher.

In the history of Europe, there were two major influenza epidemics before 1918. One outbreak
occurred in 1510 AD /915 AD, the origin was introduced in Africa and spread rapidly in Europe.
The second was in 1580 AD /988 AD, which originated in Asia and reached Europe and even
America within six weeks (Beveridge, 1977: 113-56). In addition to influenza, the history of the
three major epidemics in 541 AD, 1347 AD, known as the Black Death, and 1894 AD also made
people aware of the consequences of the spread of such viruses. But the historical archives show
that before globalization, most human infectious diseases did not go beyond certain points and did
not become global epidemics and acted as an island (Frith, 2012; 11-16) technology, population
growth and rapid movement of people. Thank you to the miracle of the 19th century, the railroad,
it was expected that the disease would travel at the same speed. It was under these circumstances
that the Spanish flu showed its violence.

Iranian society was one of the deadliest countries in terms of the scale of the Spanish Flu clashes
and the loss of population. The geopolitics of war placed Iran at the center of many important
developments during this period. In northern Iran, the October Revolution and the rise of the
Bolsheviks destroyed the tsarist order, border quarantines collapsed, and the situation in Russia
spiraled out of control. In this situation, famine and starvation increased on the long borders of Iran
with Russia (Estadukh, 1336 AH, Carton 12, Series 38, File 6) and the railroad centers in the cities
of Ashgabat and Baku became places for the spread of influenza (Gilmore, 1392: 83) And so, in
the summer of 1918/1336 AH, Mashhad and Tabriz joined the cities affected by influenza. On the
western frontiers, the Ottomans fought their last battles for survival on the Allied front. The Turks
in the Caucasus, Azerbaijan and western Iran were engaged with the forces of Russia and England.
The migration wave of hungry and sick people from Anatolia to the western borders of Iran further
complicated the situation. Influenza, which had reached Ottoman soil from Greece and Italy,
reached first oromiye and then Kermanshah, Hamadan, Malayer (Sakma, retrieval number
240004494, page 1-7) and other Iranian cities due to the presence of soldiers and refugees. On the
southern borders, the British and Indian forces that had captured the sensitive centers ensured that
the influenza virus entered Iran from India. This unrest and the spread of influenza were associated
with problems such as food shortages, famine, cholera, and typhoid, and cost the lives of about 2
million people in Iran, most of whom were from rural communities (Abrahamian, 1389: 117-117).
Seyed Ali Reza Golshani and his colleagues, who studied the impact of this disease in rural and



Vaziniafzal, M. Moosavi, S.A (2023) Iranian Civilization Research, 4(2) DOI: 10.22103/J1C.2023.3719

English Extended Abstract

urban society of Kerman State, believe that Kerman State was one of the main centers of the
influenza outbreak and its effectiveness, and there was more slaughter than in other states of Iran,
so that half of the urban population of Kerman and sometimes the entire rural population of that
state was destroyed (Golshani, 2022: 169-181).

In another report, Arsalan Afkhami, who has done research on this disease, estimates that between
8 and 21 percent of Iran's population, or between 1 and 2.5 million people, died. If we take into
account Iran's possible population of 11 million people, Iran is at the top of one of the countries
with the most victims of Spanish flu (Afkhami, 2019: 116).

1-2. Literature

In the case of the present study, although no stand-alone book was written, several collections of
articles were published about it. The collection of historiographical articles about the 1918 flu in
Iran (2019) is a valuable work in which the translators collected and translated six articles about
the 1918 flu. Among these six articles, three articles refer to the global impact of influenza and
three articles refer to the impact of this disease on Iranian society, whose authors are Willem Fleur
and Amir Arslan Afkhami. Other individuals who have written articles on the impact of Spanish
flu on Iran include Rudy Matti (2003), Alireza Golshani et al. (2021), and Jalil Qasabi et al. (2020).
These articles usually take a brief look at the impact of this disease in different cities such as
Tehran, Fars, Kerman, and Mashhad and are not rich in archival documents. The present study
intends to compile a collection of first-hand historical accounts, such as the recollections of people
who were politically, militarily, or health-wise active in Iran during World War 1, as well as a
collection of archival documents and administrative correspondence between relevant institutions
such as the Department of the Interior, the Department of Health, the Department of State, and the
quarantine organization to obtain a comprehensive and more accurate view of the extent of this
deadly disease.

1-3. The Necessity and Importance of Research

The occurrence of corona disease and its harmful effects on society and the psyche of people in
Iran and the world have highlighted the need to study the history of epidemics in the history of
Iran. The Spanish flu was one of the deadliest bitter experiences of the Iranian people in the early
20th century, which remained in people's minds for decades. With the passage of time, the
experience of this disease became less and less in the new generations, and the present study
attempts to explore the roots of this disease and its impact on Iranian society.

1-4. Research Methodology
In this research, library and analytical-descriptive methods have been used. The emphasis of this
article is based on the unpublished documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iran.

Conclusion:

Influenza is a contagious viral disease that affects the respiratory system and in its acute form can
lead to the death of the patient. This disease was known in Iran due to the presence of foreign
doctors in the late 19th century, but there was no health infrastructure such as a vaccine to combat
it. With the beginning of World War I, the world witnessed a new epidemic, the Spanish flu, which
led to the death of many people in the world. This Spanish Flu is considered to be the first pandemic
in history that spread to almost all continents. Iran experienced this epidemic in a miserable way.
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The epidemic quickly spread from Europe to Iran, and since it mainly affected the young age
pyramid, many people died in Iran. The death rate from this disease is unknown. This is because
during this period Iran was struggling with other infectious diseases and famine as a result of the
First World War. The disintegration of the health system and the absence of statistical centers have
meant that the exact number of deaths caused by influenza is unknown.

Although the Spanish flu caused a great catastrophe in Iran, it should be considered in the shadow
of the political and military problems of the First World War. Until this epidemic, Iran had not had
such a terrible experience in the international arena and did not know how to deal with it. Therefore,
the country was named as one of the countries with the most deaths from this epidemic in the world.
The historical analysis of this disease is a great step towards a better understanding of other
epidemics. This knowledge can lead to the development of preventive strategies, including insights
into the proper timing of disease control, mass quarantine, and mental preparedness preparation of
the public. Because, as corona disease proved to us, the possibility of the occurrence of such
diseases is much higher than in the past.
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