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The aim of this research is to analyze the colonial trade strategy of the
Netherlands with Iran during the Safavid period in the Persian Gulf. This paper
attempts to evaluate and study the strategy and manner of trade of Dutch
merchants, particularly the Dutch East India Company, with the traders of the
Persian Gulf region and the Safavid government. It seeks to answer the
question: What was the strategy of the Dutch in trading with the Safavid
government and the traders of the Persian Gulf region, and what consequences
did this strategy have for the Dutch East India Company and the Safavid
government? The research method in this article is descriptive-analytical, and
the information gathering method is library research. If we consider Spain and
Portugal as pioneers of classical colonialism in the 16th and 17th centuries,
undoubtedly the Netherlands, with the establishment of the Dutch East India
Company, was a forerunner in commercial colonization of the Eastern lands.
The Dutch East India Company, utilizing its naval fleet and traversing the seas,
sought highly profitable goods, particularly Indian spices and lIranian silk,
along with other commodities of the East. In this context, the Persian Gulf and
the Sea of Oman, which had strategic connections with the Indian Ocean, held
geostrategic importance for Dutch merchants; therefore, Dutch traders and
sailors focused their trade predominantly on these areas. By adopting a strategy
of trade monopoly and eliminating competitors, they employed a diverse set of
tactics for trading with the merchants and the Safavid government, as well as
the local governments of these regions. In line with this, the Dutch East India
Company, with a flexible and thoroughly profit-driven approach towards the
Iranian government and Iranian traders, utilized a range of tactics such as unfair
contracts, collusion, barter trade, transport of goods and passengers, and
smuggling of coins and goods. With this strategy, it was able to secure a larger
share of Persian Gulf trade compared to other colonial competitors like
England.

Keywords: Persian Gulf, Safavid, Netherlands, Dutch East India Company, Trade,
Trade Strategy.
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Introduction

This study explores the complex and multifaceted commercial relationships established between
the Dutch and Safavid Iran. The Dutch East India Company (VOC), established in 1602 following the
independence of the northern provinces of the Netherlands from Spain, played a pivotal role in these
interactions. The company quickly set up trade posts in Bandar Abbas, Isfahan, Shiraz, and Lar, showing
remarkable persistence even after setbacks, such as the closure of their Shiraz office, where they adapted
by starting a winery to maintain their market presence in Iran.

Development of Trade Relations

Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the VOC's strategy was deeply rooted in creating a trade
monopoly and eliminating competition, particularly from the English. Their approach involved
negotiating favorable trade contracts, often through a combination of diplomacy and coercion. By 1692,
the VOC had moved its central branch from Isfahan to Bandar Abbas due to the strategic importance of
the Persian Gulf. They also established a presence in Bandar Kong and later moved to Bushehr and Khark
Island. This geographical expansion was not without conflict; the VOC faced resistance from local Iranian
authorities and the Portuguese, resulting in temporary closures of their operations in some ports.

Tactics and Trade Practices

The VOC’s strategy in Iran was highly profit-driven and involved various tactics, including
unequal contracts, collusion, barter trade, and smuggling. These methods allowed the VOC to dominate
the Persian Gulf trade, surpassing other colonial powers such as England. The contracts often included
provisions that were significantly more favorable to the Dutch, reflecting their ability to leverage
economic power for strategic gains. For example, in 1623, a treaty with Shah Abbas | granted the Dutch
extensive trading rights, exemption from certain taxes, and allowed them to use their own weights and
measures, which facilitated more efficient and profitable trading operations.

Economic and Political Impacts

The economic impact of these trade practices was profound. The VOC focused on high-value
commodities such as silk and spices, which were in great demand in Europe. They utilized a system of
barter trade, exchanging Asian goods like spices for Persian silk, thereby minimizing the need for cash
transactions and maximizing their profit margins. This barter system also helped the VOC navigate the
complex economic landscape of the region, where different currencies and trade practices prevailed.

Politically, the VOC’s activities had significant ramifications. The company’s economic
dominance often translated into political influence, allowing them to negotiate favorable terms and secure
concessions from the Safavid government. However, this influence was a double-edged sword; while it
enabled the VOC to secure trade advantages, it also made them a target for political machinations and
resistance from local authorities who were wary of foreign dominance.

Challenges and Conflicts

Despite their success, the VOC faced numerous challenges. These included resistance from local
traders and political authorities, logistical difficulties in maintaining supply lines across vast distances,
and competition from other European powers. The Dutch often resorted to bribery and gifts to maintain
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their position and secure the cooperation of key officials. For instance, in the late 17th century, substantial
bribes were paid to secure trading privileges and renew contracts with the Safavid government.

The company also engaged in smuggling, particularly of coins and goods, to circumvent local
regulations and maximize profits. This practice not only strained relations with local authorities but also
contributed to the broader tension between colonial powers vying for control of lucrative trade routes.

Conclusion

The VOC'’s trade strategy with Safavid Iran was marked by a blend of economic acumen, strategic
negotiation, and sometimes coercive tactics. Their ability to adapt to changing political and economic
conditions allowed them to dominate the Persian Gulf trade for much of the 17th and 18th centuries.
However, this dominance came at a cost, including frequent conflicts with local authorities and
competition from other colonial powers.

In summary, the VOC'’s interactions with Safavid Iran were a testament to the complex interplay
between commerce and politics in the colonial era. Their strategies and practices not only shaped the
economic landscape of the Persian Gulf but also left a lasting legacy on the region’s historical trajectory.
This study highlights the importance of understanding these dynamics to fully appreciate the historical
context of colonial trade in the Persian Gulf.
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